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			Salvador Dalí sublimates his madness without ever falling into it. Antonin Artaud, confronted with the traumas of childhood, oscillated all his life between an overflowing creation and accesses of madness. Niki de Saint Phalle, thanks to artistic expression, cured herself of a deep depression linked to the trauma of incest. Vincent Van Gogh, in order to reach the summit of his art, puts himself in danger to the point of committing suicide. Camille Claudel exhausted herself in her creation and ended up being interned and never creating again.

			Based on the life and work of a dozen artists of genius, Thierry Delcourt tries to understand these artists’transition from the summits of creation and the artistic abyss. Why do some people fall into madness while others go through life without a hitch? Why do some sick people find healing through creation? Why do many artists have an obsessive need to create relentlessly?

			To these fascinating questions, this book offers striking answers about creation on the brink of the abyss.

			 

			Thierry Delcourt, psychiatrist, psychoanalyst, editor-in-chief of the journal Psychiatries, has written Je suis ado et j’appelle mon psy (Max Milo, 2016) and La Fabrique des enfants anormaux (Max Milo, 2021), ...
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			Quote

			“You still have to have chaos in you to be able to give birth to a dancing star.”

			Friedrich Nietzsche, Thus Spoke Zarathustra

			 

			 

		

	
		
			Preamble

			“When I am in front of a piece of wood,

			there is a hypnosis in it.

			If I obey him, something comes out;

			otherwise it’s war.”

			Karl Genzel, alias Brendel, sculptor

			 

			 

			Why do some artists fall into madness or depression, while others go through life unhindered? Why do some sick people find a sense of well-being and sometimes a cure by creating? Why do many artists have this compelling and obsessive need to create without ceasing? This book provides answers to these questions, particularly with regard to the links and affinities that exist between certain forms of artistic creation and certain neuropsychological disorders. The sources of this research are the concrete, real and documented stories of artists with sometimes chaotic backgrounds: what they have experienced, what they have said about it, what drove them to create, what they commit of their intimate being in their act of creation, to what extent their passion to create leads them, what allowed them to become fulfilled artists, or, on the contrary, to experience a great psychic suffering or to sink into madness, sometimes even to the point of killing themselves.

			Artists come to me with these questions because they are going through an episode of psychological disturbance, sometimes severe. The difficulty is to accompany them without altering their creative process or the originality of their work. It is one of their fears, that of not being able to create anymore. They are often ready to live a chaotic existence rather than sacrifice what makes their life meaningful. But sometimes they are forced to give up being artists because the ordeal is too perilous to the point that they risk suicide. This book is as much a tribute to these present and past artists as it is an attempt to understand their suffering as they go through this turbulence, very often in the midst of general indifference, or even the stigmatization of their disturbed behavior.

			The work is conceived in three parts. The first explores the existential recourse function of artistic creation and the testing of the person who produces a work. The second part studies the sometimes brutal shift between creation and madness, or other forms of neuropsychic disorders. The third considers another face, that of human beings suffering from neuropsychic disorders, who seek and heal themselves through their creative production.

			To hear their biographers tell it, it is not uncommon for artists to oscillate between the joy of creating and the torment that can lead them to madness. Is this representation of a creation in suffering biased, romanticized and dramatized? Modernity would like it to be obsolete because it seems to no longer correspond to the current artistic universe. From the playful happening to the politically incorrect wink, from the repetition of slogans to the kitsch display, from the jovial humor to the raw performance, from the hyperrealism to the abstruse conceptual art, the artistic act is deployed almost everywhere in the societal and virtual space. It distracts, seduces and challenges. To make themselves visible, the artists occupy and appropriate the social space. They play with it, jostle it and transform it. The visibility that they acquire thus is a pledge of financial success, but which obliges them to always surprise more.

			In spite of everything, this cliché of the afflictions of the creation resists in our heads, because the references of the current art cohabit with those, always very present, of the romanticism, of the pathetic expression, of the original and religious dramaturgies, of the demonization of the mad artist when he does not conform to the codes of the well-meaning. Does this tragic representation correspond to a stubborn reality or to a stereotype which imposes its obviousness in contempt of a different reality? Indeed, it seems that we are always moved and seduced by the old flayed cliché, stained with alcohol and blood, of the tormented and cursed artist who carries on him, like his cross, the evils of the earth, including ours that he alleviates or worsens in the process. The epinal image of the solitary artist, out of reality and crazy, pleases and reassures.

			If we cautiously move away from this grumpy, dirty and weird scarecrow, it is tempting to think that it is at this price that he can create his inspired work. This genius, we are slow to recognize him because his art is disturbing in the same way as he is disturbed; here is a convenient explanation. The dead artist is less dangerous to be around and therefore, to look at. His work is incorporated into the culture, even if it means idealizing it for the greatest benefit of speculators and heirs. We like to contemplate the creation of this “genius” by amusing ourselves all the more with its strangeness that it allows us to live by proxy our own, without taking any risk.

			Today’s art has done everything necessary to free itself from these misleading stereotypes and the archetypes of suffering romanticism. It has operated the deconstruction of the creative process, of the created object and of the social status of the artist. The enormous diversity of artistic proposals and the trivialization of creation testify to this. Paradoxically, the current creation, which seems less accessible because of its abstraction and its conceptual approach, compensates by proposing to the public a playful dimension. Better, its interactivity offers to the public the possibility to perceive itself creative, and to act artistically on its surrounding world.

			Creation and art are now an integral part of our daily lives. Creativity has become the minimum required to claim a place in society and professional life. Added to this is the fact that young artists are rather easy to talk to and are ready to provide the instructions for their creations, hoping for a better visibility in a competitive market. Is it the other side of this accessibility, we see a strong tendency to the spectacular, to realizations that shock to be seen, if not creative? And we are witnessing the emergence of a contemporary figure of the wealthy artist, with a studied look, surrounded by agents in charge of maintaining his rating. This new icon operates a magnetization which, on a reversed mode, hyperadapted, joins that of the cursed artist, of the misunderstood genius of the past centuries. Our values and our fears have taken another form. The artist-icon carries in another way the part of shade, the symbolic dimension which is charged to absorb our existential anguishes in front of the madness, the death and the nothingness.

			The romantic clichés and the tragic myths always exert a fascination whose tenacity testifies to the need to link the creation to the sacred, and the artist to a demiurge who dares to attack it. The creative crisis is part of this transgression. The artist becomes the figure of a messenger from the underworld rather than from heaven. He can also be the visionary, holder of a truth that one agrees to glimpse thanks to him, provided that it still escapes. Thanks to the rebus that he carries within him, the created object hardly reveals its secret through the keyhole, the crack of the censorship. The public can always refuse to linger in front of the disturbing art object. The one who accepts to look at the created object, accepts the possible discomfort to look at himself without concession in the mirror of the work.

			Vincent Van Gogh, Arthur Rimbaud, Michelangelo Merisi da Caravaggio (Caravaggio), Paul Gauguin, Vaslav Nijinski, Marc Rothko, Antonin Artaud, Unica Zürn, Guy de Maupassant, Robert Schumann, Thelonious Monk, Camille Claudel, Nicolas de Staël, Gérard de Nerval, Raymond Roussel, Maurice Utrillo, Michel Nedjar, David Nebreda, James Joyce, Virginia Woolf, Charles Bukowski, Gina Pane, Emily Dickinson, Sylvia Plath, Jean-Michel Basquiat, Gérard Garouste... The list is long of those who are made prisoners of this myth of the disturbed, mad or cursed artist. But when one looks at it more closely, it is about an inventory with the Prevert where human problems and very disparate artistic courses are mixed. If there is a common denominator between these artists, it is that of the risk allied to a burning passion which pushes to expose itself to the disturbance of the creation, with the contempt of the prudence of a conform and peaceful life. How many of them have complained about this, but they cannot and do not want to be satisfied with the reasonable aspirations that those around them try in vain to recommend to them. They know that they are facing a titanic battle with themselves, with others and more broadly, with the human condition, at the risk of losing themselves.

			Is this creative passion in defiance of danger the result of an unconscious imperative, a deliberate choice or a destiny? Since the Greek philosopher Aristotle and his writing, The Problem XXX1 which deals with the link between genius and melancholy, the problematic is posed, but is it still valid? Between literature, philosophy, psychoanalysis and neurosciences, the debate is engaged and passionate, but it is not certain that the ideological quarrels are favourable to see clearly. Artists should not have to worry about it because this societal debate only touches on what they put into play in their act of creation.

			But there is a risk because, between genius and madness - terms with vague contours, which depend on the semantic field from which one defines them - that of definitive sentences fall to the contempt of the reality. Far from serving and respecting the artists in their singularities, peremptory assertions stigmatize their alleged abnormality or instrumentalize the context of their creation, often for the needs of a cause or a belief. The deviance of an artist from a classical trajectory has always been fairly well accepted, but on condition that it does not exceed a certain limit, which varies according to the era and the political regime. Otherwise, measures of neutralization and coercion are taken, which is frequent in authoritarian regimes. For a long time, empirical treatments, called “moral”, barbaric if not effective, were applied to the artist considered as a deranged person, or even a degenerate good to be interned for life. Numerous are those who have paid the price in the course of the past centuries. We know the fate of Vincent Van Gogh, Camille Claudel, Antonin Artaud, Maurice Utrillo... Many others, who have remained or become anonymous, have suffered the same fate.

			Let us specify however that the psychic care can prove to be necessary, wished by the artist, and alleviating when the suffering and the conducts of self-destruction put him in danger. It is preferable that the artist himself makes the request but it is not foolish to impose him a care when there is urgency to protect him against his self-destructiveness. On the other hand, this care is unjustifiable if it aims at silencing what disturbs the established order and the moral rules enacted by an authoritarian power. It even happens that this social eviction is done with the approval of the citizens who see in the artist the incarnated evil. If the witch-hunt is not any more topical in the countries freed from the obscurantist tyranny of totalitarian and religious systems, it should not be forgotten that the specter of the censorship and the exclusion carried by the extremisms, is never very far, especially in period of crisis. Then, if we take into account all these dimensions of the problem, is it still necessary to link the genius to the madness? If so, how and why? It is only by looking carefully at what artists say, exhibit and write that we can hope to understand something, but on the condition that we accept that each one traces his singular path. It is not possible, in the matter, to remain in general considerations, a fortiori if they are there only to validate a prefigured theory or to support an ideological position.

			After having explored, in a previous research, the process of artistic and existential creation with its hazards, its impediments and its inscription in the heart of the being2, we can specify the moment and the conditions of appearance of a progressive or cataclysmic rocker in a crisis. This one is going to impose itself between a creative artistic movement and the blooming of a disorder, of a madness. Madness is understood here as a generic term of various forms of psychic disorders, from the hallucinated delirium to the melancholic paralysis, from the massive anguish to the passage to the act, of which the suicide, most often at the moment when nobody expects it. It will not be a question here, to be satisfied with a psychopathological explanation or to pose a psychiatric diagnosis on an artist who lets show a suffering, the more so as this kind of assertion often rests on uncertain statements, rumours quite as contestable as seductive because they make it possible to maintain the myth of the mad artist, who sells well. It is not, either, question of interpreting a work by claiming to unmask the signs of a psychic disturbance. So many odious drifts of this kind have made the subject slippery, between pretentious psychologizing studies and the fashion of the “docufiction”, of the “biopic”, kind of seductive and misleading film which only maintains a misunderstanding and causes harm to the artists and to those who try to approach and to think their complex problems.

			In short, it is a question of never trusting appearances, whether they are those that the artist gives to see through his attitudes and behaviors, or those that his work offers at first sight. For example, it is not because an artist creates in an expressionism where the flesh is put to evil, that he is himself in prey to an evil or to some abnormality. On the contrary, an abstract painter, in the rigor of his line, in the asceticism of his research of the pure form, is not less subjected, we will see it, to vital sufferings from which he protects himself by his act in a sometimes very precarious way, without that being transparent in the emergence and the reason of his art. There is also madness which hides under the implacable standard of a regulated life, of an art in conformity with the expectation of a public, of perfect invoice in its technique, and which does not let see anything of a psychic fault or a traumatism of which the creation is the more or less effective bandage.

			 

			 

			

			
				
					1. Aristotle, The Problem XXX, in L’Homme de génie et la Mélancolie, translation, presentation and notes by J. Pigeaud, Éditions Rivages-poche/ Petite Bibliothèque, Paris, 1991.

				

				
					2. Thierry Delcourt, Au risque de l’art (2007), Artiste féminin singulier (2009), Créer pour vivre - vivre pour créer (2013), Éditions L’Âge d’Homme, Lausanne.

				

			

		

	
		
			The being in danger and the strength of art

			“The only difference between a madman and me,

			is that I’m not crazy!”

			Salvador Dalí

			 

			 

			Artistic practice attracts and fascinates because the strength of art is to be able to offer a way of expression to the imaginary representations of the artist. The aesthetic creation allows this intimate imaginary, partly unconscious, to express itself without imposing itself brutally to the conscience, thus with much less defensive resistance when it is about torments or secret fantasies. This creative way allows a privileged access to the deep being, thanks to the artistic form. But this is not without risk because the psychic defenses are essential to shield what risks to jeopardize the construction of the person, more or less strong or fragile according to the weight of its social, family and personal history, according to the traumatisms, the events of its existence, the conditions and the context of its life, its emotional environment...

			The artist exposes himself to himself at the same time as he accepts or has the need and desire to expose himself to others and to confront himself with the world. On what foundations does this singular challenge rest? What place do his memory and his current perceptions take in it? What outcome does the act of artistic creation offer him? How and why the original and singular message of a creation enters in resonance with the reality and with those to whom it is addressed, to the point that one can say that the artist is a seismograph which records the jolts of the world even before they are perceived by the individual tout-venant?

			Francis Bacon : the chimeras of the being

			A major painter of the 20th century, Francis Bacon is a concentrate of paradoxes. He arouses bitter controversy but leaves no one indifferent. People either love or hate his work, but the market value of his paintings is staggering.

			How is it that a painting so trying, tortured and for some repulsive, could gather such a success with the public? How is it that a man so open and warm has produced such tormented paintings? Probably because Francis Bacon’s work excels in one of the major functions of artistic creation: it makes visible what is not visible in the reality of common life, or which at most only shines through without ever revealing itself in full light, at the risk of being censored as obscene and cruel. It is another reality that the painter tries to make seize. Accessible, affable, Francis Bacon often gave himself up to the game of interview, and several videos are available on the Internet. We can see a calm man, apparently serene, who patiently explains what he summons in his gesture and his art. He sees neither cruelty nor distortion, but as he often says, a reality that is well below the cruelty of the world. Paradox again, his concern for a precision of gesture and a purity of line, even though he paints in a space that is more like a mess than a painter’s studio. As he has often said, he could not create without this chaos that he inhabits and which he needs to paint. It is there, in this disorder that he will draw the necessary elements for his act: a photo, an image, an atmosphere that allows him to transcribe his reality, his truth. It is thanks to this chaos, which does not correspond to the carelessness of a Diogenes syndrome, that his creation manages to put order in the world. It is not a paradox, but an observation: of this disorder, he manages to arrange his reality, his truth, the beauty, and thus to control the chaos in itself as much as what he perceives as the chaos of the world.

			Existing was an early test for Francis Bacon. A fragile child, he was roughly raised by a military father and horse breeder. The moves and the heavy family atmosphere led Francis Bacon to refuse the constraints and to look for his way in the crossroads, far from the paternal model. His schooling was a failure. His father rejected him, and placed him at the age of 16 with a farmer, when he discovered his marginality and his homosexuality. This was the beginning of a strange life with a man who loved him and who introduced him to Berlin in the 1930s, a city where Bacon experienced an immense freedom, the freedom to enjoy the pleasures of the flesh, the freedom to work only to earn what was enough to brighten up his life, the freedom not to hide or justify himself. It was the beginning of a life where alcohol, gambling and assumed homosexuality allowed him to free himself from the educational straitjacket and the enormous weight of the paternal judgment. But on the psychological level, it is not so simple, and Francis Bacon never finished with the feeling of guilt. A secret duel was played out behind the mask of his guilt. He was not spared the melancholy and inner loneliness that inhabited him throughout his life, and which are at the center of 
his creation.

			At the age of 30, he met painting, which gradually became his first preoccupation, but just as important and complementary as drinking, playing at the casino, meeting friends, loving and facing the jouissive, painful and violent passion. Very committed to his creation, painter by day, he never sacrificed the long evenings of drunkenness, sharing, gambling and sex. Throughout his complicated and chaotic love affairs, Francis Bacon was increasingly inhabited by death because he lost several friends and lovers, and because he also had, since his conflicted childhood, an acute awareness of the precariousness of existence and of the risk involved in fulfilling his desire. Aging, loss, death arouse in him anguish, a form of despair. But, again a paradox, his despair is laughing, like a melancholy which seizes the moment as fast as possible and tries to enjoy it, but without illusion. It is his vertigo, the sensitive dimension of his being which does not try to hide behind false pretenses - this sensitive which one calls wrongly the female part because the men, the “real” ones, would not have right to it, following the example of his father, right in his boots. This acute conscience confronts him with a solitude in which the interior conflict and the feeling of guilt do not cease nagging him, with in filigree, the figure of the father. In a 1971 interview3, his friend David Sylvester asked him about his feelings towards his father. Francis Bacon, known for his modesty, replied: 

			“Well, I didn’t like him, but I was sexually attracted to him when I was young. The first time I felt it, I barely knew it was sexual. It wasn’t until later, when I was having affairs with the grooms and the people in the stables, that I realized it was something sexual that I felt toward my father.”

			He adds: 

			“All in all, I’ve had a very unfortunate life, because all the people I was really in love with are dead. And you don’t stop thinking about them; time doesn’t heal.”

			It would be tempting to establish a direct causal link between the pictorial adventure that transcribes his devouring passion for flesh and sex, in a transgressive dimension staged by the painful distortion of bruised bodies, of fear, of the call and the cry, with the tumultuous and joyful history of Francis Bacon, marked by ruptures, paternal rejection, early homosexual experiences, troubled and exacerbated feelings towards his parents, up to a passionate and even sexual relationship with his father. This shortcut would make the mistake of making a simple deduction between his creation and his history, of which we have only the scattered elements that Francis Bacon was willing to evoke. As for any artist, his work cannot be reduced to psychologizing explanations.

			One does not sweep away one’s education, the values and beliefs that it engraves deep within oneself, even if one detaches oneself from it in a radical way in one’s life, as Francis Bacon does, who claims his atheism and his sexual freedom.

			His fascination for the crucifixion and the duplicity of the imposing figure in the portrait of Pope Innocent X painted by Velázquez, testify as much to his inner duel against the hold of the father and the religion he denounces, as to his inclination and fascination for the sacred. The duel to the point of emotional rupture, the obsession with transgression, the exacerbation of desire, the struggle against the tyranny and the heavy gaze of the father... All of this is not disputable, but it does not tell the whole story of the artist’s singular expression, and particularly of his pictorial research.

			Looking at a painting by Francis Bacon can act like a deflagration. Usually, the public, disturbed to the point of nausea by the crudity of the flesh, the cruelty of its extreme and often painful distortion, avoids lingering. But if he does not look away immediately, he is caught and fascinated by a representation as enigmatic as terrifying. The writer Pierre Charras evokes it in a short novel4 :

			“It started with a shiver. The kind that shakes you at the kitchen sink when you lift the sponge and a cockroach scurries off to hide behind a box. Or when you realize that what you thought was a windblown rag in the gutter is a big, dying rat.”

			It’s not just a surprise, it’s a shock, a punch in the gut that makes you bend and suffocate. The experience can stop there if you manage to escape by closing your eyes, or it can continue in a unique moment made of sensations, emotions and affects that the active and programmed life usually prevents us from feeling.

			What is going on? How can a distorted image arouse such strong sensations without corresponding to the reality of a scene of obscene carnal violence? Is it a shocking event, a situation experienced by Bacon, a phantasmatic resurgence whose representations and sensations are so accurate that they resonate with and even surpass what the painter, dumbfounded, is trying to express? Bacon says that the figure he creates is accidental because he does not master it while letting it come with its intensity and strength.

			Francis Bacon has often said that life is much crueler than his paintings. Is it “his life” or ours too, or life in general? In his fiction, Pierre Charras takes us into the intimate experiences of the character who, after the moment of fear and amazement in front of the first painting, moves painfully from one painting to the next, as if he were walking a way of the cross, the path of a “cruci-fiction” that is thrown in his face. The comparison stops there with the sacred procession, because it is rather the chaotic way of the memories which fall in cascade on the poor spectator. Flashes, pieces, shreds of buried memory, assail him. He had never considered, until now, the traumatic force of the encounters and events of his life. Shaken, moved, he tries little by little to put together the pieces of his puzzle along a trying path. He thus goes from fright to vertigo.

			Bacon’s paintings act as mirrors that reflect back to him, in waves, the flow of his sensitive memory. He is like the owl nailed to the door of a barn, forced to watch, helplessly, the horror of life, of his life, without being able to escape it. Pierre Charras chooses a tragic dramaturgy but he also stages the enjoyment linked to loving memories. Here is the richness of the kaleidoscopic mirror that the painter holds up to the viewer. Bacon’s line is not limited to being a seismograph of a cruel reality. It acts as a catalyst of emotions and sensitive feelings of a hidden memory. The catalyst induces a real transformation. The uncomfortable ordeal of the awakening of the memory and the sensitive foam of the unconscious also has a beneficial effect because it allows the integration within oneself of the traumas experienced but not yet overcome. In this respect, the tour of a Bacon exhibition acts like a dream/nightmare that allows us to elaborate acceptable imaginary representations, even if they remain unpleasant, as a Francis Bacon painting is at first sight. Thanks to this, one does not fall into the hole of a shock, of a trap from which one could not 
recover.

			Certain plastic, musical, poetic or live art works have this real power of evocation and catalysis of the imagination. They enter instantly in resonance with chaotic, buried and archaic fragments of our unconscious memories. Everyone has experienced this with his or her favourite works. Some are universal and deserve to be elevated to the rank of paradigm: Edvard Munch’s The Scream, Franz Schubert’s Winterreise, Antoine de Saint-Exupéry’s The Little Prince and others, but also emblematic melodies from the jazz and variety repertoire...

			One can already hear the protest of certain people who resist Bacon’s paintings: “All this has nothing to do with me. They want a balanced life, pacified, even if it means repressing what disturbs a semblance of serenity without pain or conflict. But there is a saying that is often true and fills the offices of psychologists: what you chase out the door, comes in through the window. Everyone has had the bitter experience of this at one time or another. Who hasn’t experienced the fear of death, the feeling of losing everything, the shame that freezes? Is a life without trials or accidents, without heartbreaking conflicts, possible? We say to ourselves, and Bacon says it: he experienced such anguish, heartbreak and loss that he had no choice but to throw them in the face of the world through his anguished, torn, often despairing creation. He speaks about it in interviews where he accepts, modestly, to evoke his chaotic life, his melancholy, his torments, his excesses.

			But his insistence on painting the flesh, on making it bleed, on wringing it with suffering and ecstasy, goes beyond a painful expression. For him, it is first and foremost a question of painting: how to render in painting on a space-plane, the reality of the sensitive world, the precision of his inner sensations, and thus, the perception that emerges from a deep feeling. His imaginary and apparently phantasmatic figures are in fact abstract, conceptual and virtual, but there is no more concrete and real than Bacon’s painting. For, figure there is, even distorted and screaming, but its function is to express a dual feeling where pain is next to pleasure, where beauty transcends ugliness, where tenderness is next to violence, where melancholy struggles with immense forces of life, between sensual and sexual passion, and above all, the passion to paint one’s reality, the fruit of one’s neuropsychic perception.

			Without painting, it is likely that Bacon would have ended his chaotic life very badly, like his drinking buddies, the fragile beings he met and loved, the inveterate casino gamblers who end up like dying rats in the gutter. He even said that if he hadn’t painted, he might have become a criminal. But these hypotheses are not conceivable, because Bacon’s existential quest went beyond and with his melancholy, beyond and with carnal love, beyond and with drunkenness, by his imperious need to express through painting what tormented and excited him. He became the actor of his destiny thanks to and through his vertiginous search for the most real expression in his eyes, of what is otherwise elusive.

			We can see three degrees in Francis Bacon’s tireless creative quest until his death in 1992: that of existing fully and without restraint, with his melancholy, his desire, his inner conflict; that of expressing it as closely as possible to his clear-sighted perception of reality through the pictorial medium; that of confronting painting with its technique, its history and its potential for universal vibration.

			Francis Bacon’s portraits and self-portraits are surprising in their strange distortion, even if they have in common with Picasso’s paintings the exploration of the different facets of a face in order to grasp its enigma. But the originality of the perception that Bacon tries to transcribe in his paintings, reveals a contrast of realities, between that of a face rich in expression, that of his own sensations and of an emotion that he paints as if in mirror, that of an almost elusive reality of life, an unspeakable, an ineffable beyond appearance, and below the accepted cultural references.

			If Bacon paints the people he loves and finds beautiful, he needs, according to his expression, to make them ugly because, according to his aesthetics, he thus puts in tension the reality such as he lives it and feels it. He needs to deform life in painting to open himself to reality, not to the false reality that is built up in us from early childhood, but the one he confronts, the one we mask with the veil of prefiguration of our perceptions. When we look closely at Bacon’s portraits and self-portraits, we perceive a kaleidoscopic world in motion, where the melancholic call, the grimaces of desire, the intimacy shared in love, the struggle between a violent challenge to free oneself from a hold and the stretched silence of an effacement in the acceptance of solitude and death, are mixed.

			Where does his complex expressive twist come from? How does he grasp it in the other and in himself? In fact, Francis Bacon takes the risk of opening a Pandora’s box, that of the imaginary and fantasies. So far, nothing very original, most of the expressionists have resorted to it. But Bacon opens a box buried in his intimate memory, in the primitive sensations of his history and of the collective history. His memory and sensations resonate with the real world in a form of perceptive prescience. He shares this risk with rare artists who, like shamans but without using supernatural powers, are able to perceive a back-world where colossi and immemorial chimeras rub shoulders. No need for a divinatory gift to access this sensitive and intuitive intelligence that does not deceive, and that tells the bottom of our world. It is enough for him to take the risk of opening this box, this matrix5. And that, he did not choose it, he just accepted it. It is uncomfortable because it makes him a skinned man of the life, but it is also the richness which enables him to see beyond and below the visible of the common people and to restore it.

			What is the sensitive matrix made of? First of all, the first emotions, the primary sensations that the body and the psyche have recorded without having an elaborate conscious perception of them. This precious baggage, sometimes cumbersome, accompanies us throughout our lives. It is the prototype, it is the mold of our future perceptions. It dictates our attractions and repulsions, our blind passions and our intuitive alerts. It is our signature, in a way, the DNA of our singular world. There is no more risk in having access to it, even if we seem strange to others, than in not having access to it, because then we risk repeating our misguidance and morbid impasses throughout our lives. Unlike his companions, who could drink themselves to death, even when drunk, Bacon remained on the alert. He never renounces his sensitive openness, which he accepts and then expresses by returning to his canvas the next morning to transcribe 
his perceptions with obsessive insistence.

			Francis Bacon’s studio bears witness to the effervescence of 
his sensitive psychic matrix and the telescoping of his imagination: the precious accumulated dust that he uses in his canvases, the smudged and damaged photographs, the piles of used paper, the crushed tubes of paint that spill out and mix their colors. Everything is there, jumbled, in its juice, without anything being thrown away. These materials are waste only in our eyes, because for him, they are precious. They occupy his space to the point of being cramped to paint. It must be like this, chaotic, with the prohibition to clean up his accumulation because the studio is the projected, externalized extension of his sensitive matrix. It is the ground of his experience.

			Thanks to the alchemy between his perceptions and his memory, Bacon stages his representations, from the most buried to the conscious fantasies. He thus succeeds in combining desire and its fetters, without toning down the violent duality of his sensations and feelings. His series of Crucifixions and, even more so, his Heads, inspired by Diego Velázquez’s portrait of Pope Innocent X, were a furious exploration of the relationship to the father, to the sacred, of the play of mirrors between different levels of reality, of duplicity and guilt. In spite of his efforts to explain himself, what Bacon says about the meaning and motive of his creation cannot be equal to the hold of what goes through him in the act of creating. The word tends to the denial by modesty, and because it is prisoner of the language of the reason and the will to act on its destiny. Bacon’s painting, of which part of the enigma escapes him, reveals more about the artist than he himself can imagine. But his mischievous smile proves that he is far from being fooled by what it involves of his hidden intimacy. He knows without knowing what haunts him:

			“I am just trying to get images out of my nervous system that are as true to it as possible. I don’t even know what half of them mean6.”

			“I work in a kind of fog of sensations, feelings and ideas, which come to me and I try to crystallize. And then, if something comes up and I feel like it’s going to work, then I get more specific7.”

			Finally, the ultimate degree in Francis Bacon’s quest, the one that fascinates him the most, is his confrontation with pictorial expression, which he tries to master in order to render as closely as possible a certain reality, as he feels it. He knows it, he takes the risk of a rejection of his mode of expression. He recognized the need, at first, to paint horror with a violence that caused a scandal. He had to go through this to succeed in painting the scream, that is, to work on an abstraction of the figure of the scream until it becomes the support of an evocation as close as possible to its internal reality, a virtual reality. This figure is also his own, intimate, but it is open and even offered to the potential imagination of the spectator, different from his own, and distinct for each one. This is not just a technical matter, even though Bacon innovated in this area, but the result of his acceptance of the unexpected, of accident and of creative play. He sketched a lot and threw away a lot, because he accepted to give up when the accident led him to a dead end, or to a step he was not yet ready to take.

			It is thus not by the thought nor the concept that Francis Bacon finds, but by the accident and the intuition in his act. To achieve this, he does not hesitate to twist the pictorial technique, the artistic and aesthetic codes. Then, his critical thinking invalidates or confirms his gesture, but it is always his intuitive and sensitive perception that harmonizes his reality with that which emerges from the painting, and which, finally, imposes itself on him as on us. He says:

			“I know what I want to do but I don’t know how to do it. If the accident doesn’t give me a moment where I can start building the image I have in my imagination or in my brain, the canvas is over and I start another canvas8.”

			“I don’t make my paintings in my mind. I think about the arrangement of the forms, then watch the forms form themselves9.”

			“I believe that in art, reality is something deeply artificial and that it must be recreated. Otherwise, it only makes an illustration of a thing, a very second-hand illustration10.”

			So, we can ask ourselves a question: why does Francis Bacon need such a recourse, that of abstracting the figure, of twisting it in order to extract the reality of the human condition, whereas, conversely, Marc Rothko, another great artist of contemporary painting, gradually detached himself from figuration, and even from the abstract figure, in order to approach, as well, the truth of the human condition through purely sensitive abstraction? In fact, the risk that Bacon took is that of not hiding or betraying his sensitive feelings, whether they are melancholic, sensual or sexual. In this, he is able to express the human condition, to give it a form.

			Marc Rothko, like a lookout, stands in front of the world until the empty horizon, until nothingness. He wants, he tries to create an atmosphere, seeks to produce a transfer of sensitive vibrations to the viewer. Rothko was classified, by art critics’ thirst for categorization, as an abstract expressionist. These critics understood that our sensitive vibrations in front of a Rothko’s painting are above all related to the quality of this one to enter in resonance with the feeling of the one who looks at it, until sometimes to make him cry of emotion. Rothko wanted an intense experience between the canvas and the viewer, and he made it clear:

			“I’m not interested in the relationship between color and form or anything like that. The only thing I’m interested in is expressing basic human feelings, tragedy, ecstasy, doom and gloom, and that sort of thing... The fact that many people burst into tears when they see my paintings proves that I can express these basic human feelings. People who cry in the presence of my paintings have the same religious experience that I had when I painted them11.”

			Bacon and Rothko both came to painting rather late, around the age of 30. If Bacon led a high-risk existence between alcohol, unbridled sexuality and uncompromising creation, if he did not hide his melancholy, he also deeply loved life, the flesh, sharing with others without distinction of class, and he lived until 83, a canonical age knowing his excesses and the risks taken. But one can say that his painting sustained him and saved him from chaos. Conversely, Rothko became increasingly solitary, ascetic and demanding, facing his inner emptiness, but an emptiness that masked an overwhelming overflow, which led him to the dead end of existence and to face death. He committed suicide at the age of 67, alone in his studio as in his life, faced with a work that had lost its singular musical vibration, the signature of his compositions and his play of colors. He had lost his soul, as we say of a violin and its quality of resonance and sensitive vibration.

			Aurélie Nemours: creating to populate the absence

			Francis Bacon and Marc Rothko are quite different in their expression and formal approach, but they share the same need to transcribe as closely as possible the sensitive perception of their inner tensions and their relationship to the world. Their pictorial interpretations intimately touch the viewer and therefore their works remain accessible even if one must be willing to enter into them, to immerse oneself in them, and if they are the object of aesthetic controversy. Aurélie Nemours refused this expression-interpretation of the sensitive world. Rather, she seems to have sought its source in the purity and rigor of a geometric and minimalist abstraction. Even if she is not the only artist to explore the original structure of form in its relationship to perception, she is an untameable abstractionist and an uncompromising artist, due to the ascetic dimension of her research and her life.

			This demanding path was imposed on her because of a painful and traumatic life path since her early childhood, but she also chose it in her search for balance on both a psychological and spiritual level. Until the age of 94, she purified her line to the ultimate sign of a hollowed out, silent and austere space. In turn, she eliminated the figure, the representation, the curve, the diagonal. She accepted only the horizontal or vertical line, and the point.

			Recognized late, like most women artists, her work has nonetheless become important in contemporary art, although it is little known and appreciated by a public often insensitive to her conceptual approach. Indeed, how to find one’s way in a creation that seeks so obsessively to free itself from expression, emotion, flesh, tragedy and the throes of life, in short, from everything that usually stimulates the imagination of artists and the public in their sensitive perceptions. There is no figuration, no object, no identifiable representation in her work, and moreover, to the refusal of the curve, too evocative of a form of the being, of the flesh, to the refusal of the oblique, witness of an inclination which could seduce the inclination to feel, to experience. On the contrary, Aurélie Nemours imposes on herself the rigor of the point, the line, the intersection, the square, of a finite space, in an attempt to reach the immanence of a pure visible sign, of an element that is almost a photon. Thanks to this challenge, Aurélie Nemours managed to calm herself and preserve a psychic crypt buried deep inside her, where the tragic elements of her existence were neutralized.

			Aurélie Nemours had to create this expressive emptiness and to put aside her subjectivity, to manage to live and arrange her emotional emptiness. But her research is not limited to a psychic necessity. It aims at extracting an elementary signifier, a perceptive unity to answer his obsessive questions: what is the visible? How to restore it in painting and give an account of it? She shares all these questions with her contemporaries, artists, philosophers, psychoanalysts and neuroscientists. She therefore wanted to eliminate all the representations conveyed by cultures and their aesthetic conventions, their codes of reality, language and thought.

			Why this quest, with its asceticism, in a life that was marked by solitary meditation? Aurélie Nemours was neither a theoretician nor a mathematician, and it is not in an aesthetic dialogue with the defenders of geometric abstraction that she drew her formal lines. In fact, she was not aware of the painters Piet Mondrian and Kasimir Malevitch, the leaders of geometric abstraction, until later. Aurélie Nemours was inhabited by this extreme challenge, and if she did not anticipate her contemporaries, she carried out her research without being inspired by them or joining them, with her own questions 
and answers.

			To understand the stakes of what obsessed her during her life, we have to make a detour through her history while keeping in mind that her path and the events, even when they seem decisive, do not explain everything about the work. They only allow us to grasp certain issues. Aurélie Nemours was only two and a half years old when she suddenly lost her father, an embroidery artist working for the Lanvin fashion house. Her mother, who was depressed, had found no other solution than to place her in a boarding school, far too early for her age, 8 years old, but above all for the double trauma she had experienced, the death of her father and the depression of her mother. This was an extremely sensitive period of childhood, and what is more, the placement took place in a rigorous religious institution, the Sisters of St. Clotilde, where an austere life of silence was imposed on the boarders. Psychiatry has studied the formidable and traumatic impact of such a situation on a small child, especially when he is abandoned at a crucial moment in his life. If Aurélie Nemours avoided depression and psychological stagnation, it is because she found by herself a recourse, a resilience that both masked and overcame her drama. Aurélie Nemours, very modest about her history and her private life, refused any intimate interpretation of her artistic research. Nevertheless, she once confided to Marie-Jo Bonnet about her “very severe education in a compulsory silence12 “ and the vital consequences that would have been dramatic if Aurélie Nemours had not found her singular creative path.

			Indeed, how does a child who suffers the trauma of loss react when she experiences a second equally brutal loss, through the depressive abandonment of her mother who was the only one who could save her, and then, a third equally trying loss, that of undergoing the violence and coldness of a strict religious boarding school, far from her mother. This “internment” in an unknown and hostile place provoked painful perceptions and perplexity reinforced by the harsh reality of an institution where silence and submission were the rule. Medicine has described the stagnation of the child hospitalized far from his parents, who goes so far as to let himself die when he experiences the trauma of the illness coupled with an abandonment, or experienced as such, when affective proximity is impossible, even if attenuated by a warm nursing environment, and when the reassuring word that soothes suffering and solitude is missing.

			Aurélie Nemours did not die because she found, invented and created her own solitary path in the face of these traumas. Since she was deprived of her parents’ affections, since she could not hope to be listened to or to receive an answer to her request, on a carnal as well as on an emotional level, since revolt was unthinkable, Aurélie Nemours moulded herself and identified herself with the environment that took her in, just as one can identify with one’s executioner. She adopted a non-carnal, cold, ascetic, silent way of life, in solitude and the conviction of the inanity of affectivity but also, and this is her remedy, without revolt or victimization in a tragic destiny. In this way, she found her way without totally renouncing the unconscious quest for a sensitive and affective mark coming from the depths of her origins, the one she probably knew in the first two years lived with her parents. Her vital strength was to find a tenuous thread to live in spite of everything in a compromise between suffering affect and silence of the soul, which led her to the strength of her commitment to her artistic path.

			The creation of Aurélie Nemours is the fruit of a saving encounter between an authentic artistic research and her vital quest for a resonance of a primary sensitive world, whose stake is essential to feel existing in spite of everything. She has her construction found herself, it is her resilience. Her search for an essence of the visible is in a way the fuel of her life. Since all content of figuration and form is marked with the seal of betrayal, emptiness, absence, she had to empty her representations of all content to stay alive, and to let only her perception of the essence of the visible, and perhaps even, for her, of the essence of love, shine through. What appears to our eyes a cold and disaffected step, is her only means to hang up with an original affective link.
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