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About someone or another one hears today: He is a professional.


About Minaux, it is said that he was a specialist. He knew that painting is learning to paint. He wanted to be an apprentice. He never wanted to be called Master, unless it was to provoke laughter, which he loved.


His love, he brought it to all that he was touching and doing.


Robert Marteau




So goes life, it goes with a blazing slowness.1


When I decided to write these memories, I never imagined that the plunge into the archives of André Minaux my husband, into my diary and into our friends remembrances would take me so far.


It is difficult to imagine, for those who only know the 1950s by documents, the explosion of arts in that period of rediscovered freedom. A rough period, materially poor, but nevertheless lively. Paris was not, like today, this stupefied town described by Philippe Meyer. 2 We were young, demanding of life with all our inexperience. Novels and movies were experimenting, Italian realism enthralled us, numerous “Salons” discovered young painters and famous art critics were involved in the promotion of new talents.


And destiny beckoned us several times in a surprising manner.





(1) Jules Clozel “Mémoires d’un enfant du XXème siècle” (BoD publisher).


(2) Philippe Meyer “Paris la Grande” (Flammarion publisher).




The thrust of memories has broken the barrier of the present that monopolizes us. Very quickly a plan was devised: To place the painter’s work milestones in periods and then tell about stories, friendships, successes, lithography and engraving teamwork and show through anecdotes personal aspects of the artist.


In 2001, the Galerie Florence-Basset exhibition, dedicated to the first period of Minaux paintings, helped us to understand, through the shown canvases, how a painter can be a witness to his time.


The artists group of l’École de Paris, of whom Minaux was one amongst others, such as Buffet and Lorjou, will surely be recognized and find its place in the 20th Century history of art.


Hélène Minaux


Paris, 2002


Paris, 2014


Since the author wrote these lines, many events regularly put Minaux and the painters to his time on the front scene.


In yearly 2014, Galerie Terre des Arts in Paris exhibited an important Minaux retrospective.


Thus, the biography of Minaux described here has been updated with events that occurred from 2002 to the present day.




To André


You are driven to write


as if you were running late in your life.


René CHAR





Youth



From the age of 12, André knew he wanted to be a painter. He was not keen about studies and suffered under severe school discipline especially in the college of Jesuit Fathers on rue de Madrid (Paris).


He was only thinking about drawing and ornamented his exercise books, including sketches of nude women! Teachers didn’t allow these fantasies, which they felt were somewhat provocative. Yet it was not the case, the pupil Minaux was bored in school and dreamt of leaving it.


His parents showed understanding and, after some more or less chaotic studies, agreed to let him enter “École des Arts Decoratifs.” At that time, study of drawing began by sketching antique plasters, moldings of Greek statues. This is a difficult and thankless discipline, but André understood that this was the basis of his craft and worked with passion, guided by excellent teachers. He drew without respite and understood that to establish a career as a painter he must first of all possess a technique founded on all forms of drawing.


This was the period of the German Military Occupation. Once studies are completed, young men had to leave for Germany in the ranks of Service of Obligatory Work. The director of “Arts Deco,” Léon Moussinac, incurred serious risks in extending duration of studies beyond the regulation years. His students repeated grades to conceal them from investigations by the German authorities. André took advantage of this in order to get the utmost from his studies.
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Youth Minaux and his sister, April 1928





“Liberation” came. From 1946, Minaux and his schoolmates were enlisted in the French army to experience conscription. The army was not yet reorganized. Under loose discipline, soldiers took great liberties with the rules.


André lived this period as if it were a semi comical adventure.


Many of these young men, based in Avignon, discovered Provence. André Marveled at landscapes and light tones. It was a revelation.


When shooting exercises were held in the area of Les Baux-de-Provence, he would take with him a little notebook and sketch with rapid strokes. He also noted the colors, so fascinated was he by the beauty of the site.
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Minaux is Twenty





When one leave was too short to allow him to go to Paris, he managed to go to “La Montagne Sainte-Victoire.”


There Minaux rediscovered Cézanne with new eyes.


André made many other “excursions,” perched on a big American army truck.


This forced stay in in Avignon influenced the painter’s whole career.





La rue de Flandre



Paris, under the German Military Occupation, was a very sad town. Immersed into darkness as soon as nightfall came, controlled by German patrols, subject to curfew, the young had no possibilities for entertainment.


In this depressing ambiance, my friend Yvonne Dubois spent time at an apartment opposite the Carnavalet Museum in “Le Marais” area, in which a circle of friends met regularly. It was open to all. In those days, “Le Marais” was a run-down area of dilapidated buildings. The beautiful 17th century mansions had been taken over and wrecked by artisans caring little for cultural heritage. The streets were sad and badly neglected.


The hostess, Hélène P., was a remarkable woman, doctor of law, a recognized graphologist, also fond of psychoanalysis, almost unknown at that time. She enthralled her audience.


Every Wednesday a few followers join there, bringing new participants, who came from random encounters, and with various backgrounds.


However it was not a literary circle in the true sense of the term we also had a lot of fun... Sometimes we danced, Hélène played the piano, we had lively conversation, humor and caricature always dominating. In other words, we were offloading... without ever forgetting the dangers which surrounded us. Hélène sometimes accommodated clandestine folk, including a young Jew who never wore the Yellow Star.3
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Wedding day. August 1947





At last, in August 1944, Paris “Liberation” happened. In 1946, Yvonne came one evening to rue des Francs-Bourgeois, home of Hélène P, with her cousin who introduced into our circle a regimental mate freshly demobilized. He was called André Minaux. A year later André and I were married.


My parents, jewellers in rue de Flandre, were able to talk the building manager into getting us an apartment above their shop. The premises were decayed and very noisy. There was no place to wash, and we had to get down to use my parents’ bathroom. But the rent was very low. Above all, André was happy to have a room of his own, even though there was no heat except a “Godin4-burn-all” in the studio. La rue de Flandre was quite narrow, almost a country road, running North towards Belgium. Traffic was already dense. Automobiles, absent during the German Occupation, had reappeared, and the noise level rose day by day. Still rolling were some wagons mounted on two large, steel rimmed wooden wheels, pulled by horses driven with great gestures of whipping and cursing. These carts were closed at the back by a striped red and white curtain, dirty and bloodstained, just like the smock the coachman wore. This was how meat was carried from the nearby abattoirs of “La Villette” to the butchers’ shops in the heart of Paris.


Sometimes the scene was unusual and even somewhat surrealistic, as important people passed by in official cars on their way to Le Bourget, the only airport in service at that time. Consequently, we were able to watch the young Queen Elizabeth II and her husband passing slowly, waving to the crowd. The pedestrians in rue de Flandre showed almost total indifference, as they were more anxious to deal with their daily business than cheering the procession.


From our windows at rue Riquet corner, we saw accidents between galloping horses and cars appearing suddenly at the crossroads. Traffic signals did not exist. Cries of curious onlookers encouraged the horses to get up, while blaring car horns and squeaking brakes of fully loaded trucks were heard as the vehicles traveled on the pavement which was in bad condition. That is what the residents of rue de Flandre had to endure along with the periodic rumbling of the métro passing under the building. In this hurly-burly atmosphere, André worked on his first canvases, in particular “Le Raccommodeur de Filets” (The Net Mender) and “La Descente de Croix” (Descent from the Cross).


He liked this working class neighborhood. He would happily roam the little streets, searching for alleys where one could still see stables and horses, and even a few hens pecking at the end of a courtyard. He also liked to question the tradesmen and workers who liked nothing better than to strike up a chat to the detriment of productivity, but no matter!


For the first time, André had a wall available, 4m x 3m (13’ x 9’10’’), allowing him to undertake a large composition. But on what canvas?


France was still under numerous restrictions and it was only after several attempts that André obtained, in 1949, through official organizations, a voucher required to buy one piece of canvas. The voucher in his pocket, he had to go to the cooperative shop, “l’Entraide des Artistes” (Artists’ Support Services). There, André purchased the precious merchandise and triumphantly came home with his treasure!


The canvas was immediately cut to maximum wall dimensions and nailed directly on it with tapestry tacks, then coated with skin-glue. This glue is sold in the form of hard sheets which had to be melted in a “bain-marie” on the Godin stove, as the mixture must not boil. It simmered in two “moules à charlotte” (cooking charlotte molds),a large one for boiling water and a small one in the hot water for the glue, molds normally found in my family kitchen.


After skin-glue coat drying, the artist then will apply a layer of “Case-Arti,” a casein-based product, used by painters as a background. This indispensable preliminary work, carried out with intense care, allowed the artist to undertake at last the work which will later be entitled “La Moisson” (the Harvest). How was he able to cut himself off from the noisy urban environment to compose this impressive work of rural serenity?


This was during the post-war period with restrictions and serious political scandals. André had to join the army again for a few weeks. I was a saleswoman in my parents’ jewellery shop. André gave drawing lessons. He found some pupils by placing classified ads in the journal “Arts.”
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“Portrait of H.P.” Charcoal (1948)





In this difficult period, there were some interludes of happiness. I remember a few brief spells with my grandparents at Nanteausur-Lunain, on the borders of the forest of Fontainbleau. Very quickly, André was treated like their grandson. There, numerous works were born-landscapes, compositions with game roosters and ducks. Grandfather’s fruits and vegetables are still magnificent in opulent still lifes.
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“The Net mender” (1948)





Frame and canvasses were always hard to find. André threw himself at dishtowels and other linen which the grandmother was willing to contribute. As for colors in tubes, he had to use them carefully; they were rare and expensive, even though they were of poor quality.


“Le Sanglier Mort” (The Dead Wild Boar), whose agony André witnessed, was worked on a large canvas 1.45m x 1.50m (4’10” x 4’11”). This work would become famous in the artistic world.


At “Salon des Moins de 30 ans” (Salon for those under 30 years old), André showed a canvas noticed by the art critic Guy Weelen. Another art critic, Pierre Descargues, opened him the doors of “Salon d’Automne,” an important salon at that time.


A then well-known painter, Henri de Waroquier, offered André a space in his allocated room, an honor which was to be renewed the following year. The canvas exhibited was “Le Raccommodeur de Filets” (The Net Mender). The press talked about the work and reproduced it. The jury of “Prix de la Critique” (Art Critic’s Prize), visiting the salon, selected André to compete for this recent but already well-established prize.


This same year 1948, a small bookshop on rue des Écoles, wishing to help young painters, agreed to hang some canvases between the bookshelves. André’s first exhibition was possible.


Everything was a problem during this period of great poverty. Paper for printing invitations was scarce. Above all, transportation had to be found. Very few vehicles were then available.
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“The Wild Boar” 145 x 150 cm (4’9” x 4’11”) (1950)





At last, after much fruitless searching, the driver of a small truck carrying metal sheets on behalf of my father agreed to take on top of his legal load the twenty exhibition canvases and made a long detour to deliver them to rue des Écoles. The exhibition achieved an honorable success-mostly for the family. However, the art critic of “Parisien Libéré,’’5 Martinie, wrote an important article about Minaux, the first to be entirely devoted to him. The following year, a booklet entitled “André Minaux” by Denys Chevalier appeared in “Presses Littéraires de France,” a modest achievement given the feeble resources of the time. The booklet included plenty of errors but, no matter, it contributed to establishing a newborn career. One of the chapters was entitled “la vie et oeuvre” (the life and works). The painter was only 26 years old!


Guy Weelen, the art critic previously mentioned, thinks that galleries were over exploiting painters. Weelen wished to establish a kind of cooperative to assist beginners and he showed this project to André, who approved the initiative. Buffet also joined this “Association des Amateurs de Peinture” (Association of Art Lovers), and a dozen painters of the same generation joined Buffet and Minaux. A good start for this venture was given by Galerie Leuvrais, located on Faubourg St Honoré, not far from the Presidential residence. Gallery Leuvrais hosted the group’s first exhibition in 1949. Numerous visitors became members of the Association. They enjoyed acquiring pictures at an advantageous price, membership fees deducted. Success seemed assured, but a serious difficulty arose. The painting enthusiasts mostly opted for a work by Minaux or Buffet, because these two painters had already been noticed by the art critics. Neither one nor the other could keep up with the demand. Unfortunately, this led to tensions and discords within the group and, after quite a short existence, “La Belle Équipe”6 (The Beautiful Team) disappeared, to be filed as an utopian dream.


In years 1949-1950-1951, the patriotic spirit of “Liberation” was again very much alive and led to numerous festivities. One of the most important was the “Kermesse aux Étoiles” (Bazaar of Stars), held under the patronage of the President of the Republic. Each year, it proved an immensely popular success. A movement was spontaneously formed to glorify and help the former soldiers of the Leclerc Division, which had fought from Koufra7 to Strasbourg, the famous Second D.B8. Some famous artists, actors, singers, musicians and painters met the visitors in their stands in the Tuileries gardens for the weekend. The public came in droves to admire their famous stars and make small financial contributions in support of the brave liberators of Paris. One also met there beginners of all kinds. André, surrounded by colleagues, signed autographs non-stop, which he embellished with little sketches. The ambiance was festive. Loudspeakers announced the arrival of each star between interludes of booming music.


The President of the Republic, Vincent Auriol, moved by so much solidarity, thanked the participants and invited them, in turn, to lunch at the Palais de l’Elysée, official presidential residence. When the day came, arriving there, the artists, intimidated, didn’t dare enter through the court of honor and walked in at the side door. André had just acquired his third car, a small beige Panhard utility van, patched together and already worn out by carrying heavy lithographic stones. He tried to drive his vehicle through the main gate. But an alert orderly harshly ordered him to turn around. André brandished his invitation card and declared, “I am coming for lunch!” The republican guard, open mouthed, unblocked the way, and André began a semi-circle in the court of honor and finally parked his van next to the huge presidential cars. Throughout the meal, the atmosphere was pleasant, and André managed to relax his colleagues who were somewhat overawed by the princely setting and the splendor of the reception. Even more, he made a conquest of Madame Auriol, “Michèle,” who was fond of arts. Thereafter, she would be visiting certain Minaux exhibitions. On one such visit in 1953, she arrived at the Galerie Sagot-le-Garec, generating a monstrous traffic jam in the old rue du Four with a number of official cars surrounded by motorcycle police.





(3) Yellow Star: Under German occupation, Jews must wear a yellow star sewn on their clothes.


(4) Godin: Name of a large French casting cy manufacturing very popular coal or wood heaters.


(5) “Le Parisien Libéré”: A newspaper.


(6) See note at the end of chapter.


(7) Koufra: Group of Libyan oasis conquered by French troops in 1941over the Germans.


(8) D.B. Division Blindée: Armoured vehicles division.


See previous page (4): “La belle équipe” was a 1936 famous movie by Julien Duvivier. Four unemployed Parisian workers and a foreigner threatened with expulsion win the National Lottery main prize. They set up a café, but their dream starts to shatter as they encounter more difficulties. Soon, the team is reduced to Jeannot and Charlot, in love with the same woman, Gina. Jeannot kills Charlot. The original ending was too pessimistic for the leftist government suffering social troubles. An alternative conclusion was made: Gina has to go, despised by the two men who loved her, as they decided to put their friendship above all.




“I’m bringing you a fortune”


1949. A winter evening. About 9 o’clock PM.The doorbellrang. On the ill-lit landing a poorly dressed young man’s profile was silhouetted. He didn’t introduce himself, simply saying, “I’m bringing you a fortune.” There was a pause and embarrassed words, but we let him enter.


We discovered an “Intellectual existentialist” who lived his days (and above all his nights) in the cafés of St Germain-des-Prés. He told us he was a writer, poet and art critic and modestly added, “I don’t have a pot of ink.”


Very quickly he explained us the reason for his visit. The previous evening he had met in the café “Les Deux Magots” an industrialist and a painter named Vigny. These two men had just seen the canvases of Minaux at Galerie Saint-Placide.


They were enthusiastic but didn’t want to buy at the Gallery. The latter refused to give the painter’s address. The “Pot of Ink” intervened and offered to help. He knew very well how to contact Minaux (we didn’t have a telephone).


We were puzzled. Should we believe this strange story? Eventually, André agreed to a meeting on the following Saturday at “Café de Flore.”


The day came and André asked me to come with him.


On entering the main room of this already mythical café, André quickly spotted the poet seated by a dark, bearded man. There were brief introductions and we exchanged a few words, while the cider manufacturer (such was his business) appraised us with penetrating black eyes and declared: “I’ll come and see you tomorrow morning.”


He rose. The interview was over. As for the “Ink pot,” we never saw him again, nor knew who he was.


This sponsor’s name was Albert Caumont. The following morning, he came in, sharp on time. He sat in “the armchair” in the studio, cast an eye over the décor, introduced himself, and then announced to André: “I have faith in you; if you want I will take your output leaving you complete freedom of expression, and I will give you 30,000 francs (old)9 per month. Furthermore, your materials, canvases, colors, etc will be reimbursed.”


There was no time to consider before accepting. Suddenly it was possible for André to devote himself full time to painting.


And then he added:


“A young painter must travel to broaden his mind. This winter I will take you for eight days to Saint-Paul-de-Vence at the Colombe d’Or (golden dovecote) chez Paul Roux.10 You can also, if you wish, stay in my chateau de la Madeleine at Fontainebleau. You will need a car… we’ll arrange all that with my secretary.”


Albert Caumont was a man in a hurry so then he departed leaving us completely stunned. Everything would happen as planned.


His secretary Jean Brisset, friendly and cheerful, procured a “Topolino,” a 1938 much traveled Simca 5.11 At that time it was impossible to find a car, even second-hand… and tires even less. We would have a “flat” every 20 kilometers. After plenty of attempts disappointments we obtained some new tires. And we left for Brittany, then Spain, in our tiny car.
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