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Jean Rustin

peintre abstrait qui peint figuratif

interview par Elisabeth Couturier

Jean Rustin occupe, depuis plus de 40 ans, une position singuliére sur
la scéne frangaise. |l en est & la fois une des plus grandes figures et
une des moins connues. |l poursuit, contre vents et marées, une voia
exigeante répondant & une profonde nécessité intérieure.

A 80 ans, Jean Rustin, plutdt avare d'explications, a accepté de racon-
ter son itinéraire. Aprés son exposition cet hiver & la galerie Polad-
Hardouin, il expose au pavillon des arts et du design, Jardin des
Tuileries, & Paris, du 1* au 4 avril 2009, et & la halle Saint-Pierre, &
Paris, du 10 septembre au 18 octobre 2009.

B Viotre anvironnemant vous prédigposail-
il & ume carridre o antisee 7

Pas du tout. J& Suis né en 1928, & Montigny-
lés-hietz, mon phre dtan professeur de litid-
rature et de langues dtrangéres & I'Ecole
rionmaks de la ville 81 ma mddd dliet RSt iuincs.
Jftais rés bon ébive ;'8 ou b bac b 15 ans
Pl & rrsh e lETIINAmh0n o8 Gdnndne Srtssie, &l
malgré s Mgitime mquidiude, mon pére m'a
un peu aidé lorsque & Suds part mOnstaler &
Paris. J'ai suivi bes courd da Méccle des badux.
afis pendant cing ans, M @ Ng Me Suis
jarnais inscrit dans wn atahad dé painture car
Fenseignament y dtait trop académique. Par
ailleurs, je faiseis de lo peintwrd abatraite,
chaz moi, A cette épogque, j'ai rencontrd Elsa
EVEC qui |8l vécu toute ma vie, En 1548, nous
avions daux anfants, Nows GLoNS ths paungs,

Ouels dtgient vos artistes de rafdrence #
Jmmais partcubsramant Pigrra Bonnard et
Paul Klet, Les abstraits frangsis na m'inté-
ressaeN1 piEs Videmant, J& connbissais rés mal
les artistes amérscaing. Rothko m'aitira
j"étais sensible & la ténsion Podlgue qui
IrEversa 585 peiniungs

Dans guelles circonglancés avel-vous
exposé pour la premidre fols P

Cétant &n 1956, & la gakenie La Rowd g 56 trou-
vait rud Grégoaa-ge-Tours ot qus dtmt dnpde
par Guy Resse. Il 3 418 mon galenste pendant
i ans. Sy montnaes une peintung abstrae inds
eoionde, trés influsncde pas Cobra. Je rdalisais
aussi beavcoup o agquangiles

Au fil des ans, vous aller acqudrir ung
certaing natoeidtd, En 1971, b 43 ang, vous
aver droit § uns impartanta exposifion par-
sonnelte au musde d'art moderna da la Ville

de Paris, alors dirigé par Pierre Gavdibert,
Combien de toiles étaient présentdes 7
Entre 100 & 150 todes. .. Essenbeliement de la
piEntue abstraste. hMais depurs 1968, [avas
ool & édvpiuer en pesgnant des dliendnits
plus reconnassables, COMMe des coutedu
ou des personnages... Cala une miss on lu-
misdng difficie & vivie pour mod. .. Mais surtout,
'8l 8w un choc car [avaes cru fare une peiniure
exprasaive, of [étais face & une paintuie que
e Troureais trop décorative. J'ai alors decudd de
towt rermetine en question. ..

Tirer un trait

Vous aver it : « J'al vouly fout arnter, recam-
mencer & réro et slors f'al lrd wn frail, = Lax-
pragsion « tiver un trait = révdl, DoUr vous, 8
la fols un sens mdtaphorique &l Un Seng
concrel, n'esl-ce pas ¢

Qui bien s, C'est & partir du momant ou |'a
irds concrllement tracé un trait horgantal
partagaant & 1oile &n deux espates, c'ast-bding
un espace qui représentai kS0l la erre, 8l un
BEpAcE Qui représentait be citl, que ['ai arrélé
défintremant la paintune abetraitg. .. Co nouvel
ezpace renvoyait 4 la réalité. Je né pounvas
s kors plus power & fae de I"abstraction.

Ne plus jower & faire de Fabstraction, gu'est:
oo que fa signifie 7 Vous vouler dire qua
Fabstraction, a Fépoque ol vous aver com:
mencd & peindre, éait le langage de
avani-garde et gue, forcdmant, vous vous
¥ dtier soumis 7

Oup, mais o langage n'était déi plus nouwseay
Ca n'état pas moil qui Faveis irmentd. Cuand
i'8i pris consciencs de marcher sur un chamin
tout Iracd, ["ai pris un virgge & 180 degrés. En
1971, j'ai tout simplamant woulu revenir & |a
painture figurative sans me préocéuper des

tendances ou des coursnts du moment. Et |
reaprendre ainsi la fil de mon histoire...
Augjourd hui, ma peintune a5t & la fos higurathe
et abstraite. A I'époque, déjd, jo pensais quon |
e pOUVES s Simphfer les choses el ding & |
u Li peinturg, 'est 2on abatrait, soit figuratif, »
Le plus fondamental résidsil dans la fagon
d& ravaillor © of chorfstmt Solt un aspace
structurd dans laquel on introdugant des
aldmants reconnaissablas. soil un B3P0
VBQU qui Cormaspondait & la peinture byrigue.

Dang les anndes 1960-70, la ligne de ddmiar-
catton é¢ait pourtant frds marqude antre les
paintres abstraits of les paintres figuralifs,
W Fallgit choisir gon camp.

Absohemant, &t |'ai toupours refusé de m'y
sournatire, C'est pour cela qua & ne Mg Sus
jmais = ancad =, ni au part coMMUnISie
{rancais ni an énfourchant la cause de la pein-
Ture politigue qui élait tellament & la mode
dans cas anndes-b, comme, par exempla, b
groupd des Malassis, dont lps membres ont
toujours Gtd dbs amis thés proches,

Vous ne crojtar pas au message polilique en
peinture ?

Ca n'93t pas Gud j n'y CI0iS DAS, Mais o8 n'esl
PAS MON PIOPOS,

Ravenons & o irad que vous aver tird, ¢'dtait
sugsi une fagon de orier une SCHNE AU 28NS
thédtral du tevma 7

Cartpangment, cif ['ai eu conscience qué (e
drarratams los choses. Bt pour moi (3 3 608 s
irnpartant, C8lait ung sulre pesnbure. ..

En 1982, vous oxposer & o Maizon des arts
da Critail. Cotte axposition margud in aulre
tournant dang votre travail. Apparaissent
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alors des personnages nus gui ne cachant
rien de lewr angtomie sexuelle ou des
couples en train de faire 'amour. Lexposi-
tior a fait scandale, elle a été considdrée
cormme pornographigue,

J'gi trés rarement peint des copulations parce
que ¢a raconte une histore et gue ool
détourne mon propos. Un personnage seul,
cuand il ne fait rien, comme, par exemple, une
fermme assise sur sa chaise sans Douger,
mduit gualque chosa da beawtoup plus drama-
tique, Quand j'al décidé de faire de la peinture
figurative, j'ai penaé que "idéal pour moi en
painture atait de peindre das nus Comme
Cézanne avail peint 383 pommes. Cela m'a
permis de garder mes distances avec le
probléme de la représentaton de la raaliteg
attacha & la panture figurativg, Je pense que
jo suis un paintre abstrai qui utilise le figura-
tif, plutdt qu'un peintre figuratif qui utilise
I'abstraction.

Pourguoi raprésaniez-vous 51 souvant das
personnages sewls qui regardent fixemant
le speciateur 7

Je me suis apercy, depuis quelques années,
gu'aves les yeun fermés, mes parsonnagas
étaiant encora plus axprassils

A Créteil, on vous & reproche de monirer la
nudite de fagon crue af misgrabiliste. [l y a
au des plaintes,

Cette représentation presgue medicale est
regue comme étant obscéne. Ja n'étais pas
stupide, & savais bien que Ca provoqueran un
scandale, Mais je ne lavals pas fait pour cela. .,
La police est venue. La moité de "axpasition
a atd inerdite auwe mains de 18 ans al las
images les plus polémigues onl &té axposéas
tout en bas, dans 13 salle de thédtre. L'expo-
sition a donné eu & des débats. Elle a au un
suctés considérabla.

Hody Vo T Acryhaioanas

Attraction [ répulsion

Certaines de vos loiles agissen! comme
une psychanalyse : elles renvoient le spec-
tateur au plus profond de lui-mémea.
Lespace wide dans legueel sont mscrits mes
parsonnages fonctionne probeblement commme
un miroir. Il ppug un réle iIMportant concernant
I'attracton [ répulZion que semble axercarn ma
pemnture sur une parie du public

En regardant vos personnages isolés les
Urks par rapport aux autres &f dans un eEpace
presqui vics, on pense au thédrre de Becken
ou & celui de lonesco,

J'ai sowvent paint de grandes tolles aved 1ro1s
Ou Quatne Dersonnagss, Mais ca ne me 5atis-
faigail pas loujours, alors ['en enlevais un, puis
deare, puis trois. Un seul parsonnage donng
plus de force au tableau. Plusieurs pergon-
nages renvoient & une imagerie. Je préfére la
Marar da David 8 son Enldvemenil des Sabings,
Cer cqui fait la différance entre cas deux ceuvias,
¢'est précisément la lumigre. Clest ce qu'il y
2 de plus impaortani dans ma peinture. Depuis
le début, j&@ panse que c& na Sont pas saule-
ment les couleurs qui importent. La lumidne qui
armane o une peinture es1 essentielle

Peignez-vous o' aprés modéles 7

MNon, je suis passé de l'abstraction & la figura-
ticn sans modéla. Mes modéles étasent dans
ma tate, dans ma vig. Malis mas peiniuras na
raconient pas d hisioeas,

Ouand estimez-vous qu'une toie ast achevde 7
Avac la painture acryliqgue, o8 n'est jamais fini
Ayrtrefois, il &tait presoue impossible de repren-
dre une toila a lhuile : il y & des endhuts Spehtiau
el Ga Cragque. Techniquement, maintenant, on
peut reprendne la peintureg a lacrgigque a1 oonc,
% on be gécide, elle n'est amais finke,

Vous mae rdpondes en pranant les fermes de
ma gquestion au pied de la lettre. En privile-
gignt aspect concrat at matdriel,

C'ast important ces questions de matériel ;
j'ai finalement utiliséd la peinture acrylique,
parce gue dans les annses 67-68, le diluant de
la pinturg 3 I'Huile, qui est I'essence de 1ere-
benthine, issue des ping des Landes, a été
remplacé par une sorta d'essance issus das
autornobiles, J'al eu alors s maing qui me
britaient. Comme tous les artisies, j'&tais réti-
cent powr changer de médium el puis j@ me suis
BPErpU a55a2 rapidemant que ¢ atain irés ien
o fait tout ce quon veul aves l'acryligue

Commaeant travaillez-vous 7

Tous las mating, |'arfivals & |'ateher ef pe regar-
dais le tableau en cours | le premier quart
d'heure, |'avais un aspril critique extrémeament
développs. On le perd ensuite quand on se
ramet 3 l'ouvrage. J'aimas awss prendre de
lemps & autre man violon el jouer une petite
sonate de Bach, ca me permetiait d'avoir un
ragard parbiculiar Sur rma pentung, Sugourd b,
o ol piux plus e rendoe & atelier, alors je
iravaille chaz moi,

Quelle a étd la réaction de vos collection-
neurs lorsque, dans les années 1870, vous
avez changé radicalement de maniéra dé
paindre ! Vous ont-ils suivi #

iz rve mi'ont pas suivi 81 je n'avais plus de gale-
rig. Maig, un jour, en 1985, un collectionneys est
veny me vioir & l'atelier. || m'a dit : « Rustin, 5
tw es d'accovd, je tachéle toul. = |l mva achetd
das cantamas ¢ des cantaings de iodes, des
carnansg  dessing et des sguareles. ) ai &te nait
an fait. Clast difficile de résister quand u 85
passd 18 vie b gagner iroig francs gix sous et &
te sentir coupé du mondea. Par ailleurs, je
travaillais de temps 8 autne pour un caramese.
En fat, c'étan autre chose que Nangent qun @vait
molive ma décision : ce Iype m'apportait une
sorte de reconnaissance dont j"avais basoin.
I & pris b risque de Toul MEsar Sur moi, Comme
miod ["avais pris le risque de repartir & zéro.

Sans nere. F004, Acrylgue i tode, 40 x 40 cm

2 Fordation Hustn), Unditfed, Aorpic on canvas
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Rustin: A Figurative Abstract Painter

For more than forty years, Jean Rustin has been both one of the most important and
the most obscure figures on the French scens, plowing a lonely furrow and driven by
inngr compulsion, whatever the adversity. Now aged B0, and a man of few words,
Rustin agreed to speak to us about his career. He is exhibiting at the temporary Pavi-
llon des Arts et du Design [Jardin des Tuileries), Paris, from April 1 to 4, and this fall at
the Halle Saint-Fierre, Montmartre, from September 10 through October 18.

B Was there somathing i pour background
thal prechsposed you o beoome an wislF

Mot a1 all. | was born in 1928 in Mantigny-
bies-Metz. My father taught literaiure and
languages at the local Eeole Mormale and my
maother was a primary sthool teacher, | was
@ very good student: | passod my bacca-
lauraate sged 15, My haart was sl on baing
an artist and, although he was justifisbly
warrigd, my father helped me a bit when |
moved to Paris. | attanded the Baaux-Arns for
five years, but | never joinad a painting
atalier because the teaching was too scade-
mic. In fact, the paintings | was making at my
place were abstract. This was whaen | met
Elza, with whom ve lived all my life. In 1548
wiik hiad two children. We were very poor.

Which arfests were mosd smporiant (o you?

| particularhy liked Pierre Bonnard and Paul
Elee. | wasn't really interasted in the Franch
abstraci painters. | didn’t know the Amonican
artisgts wery well, Rothko | found attractive;
| responded to the poetic tension in his
paintings.

What were the circumstances of pour firse
gahibition?

It was in 1958, at Galerie La Roue on Rue
Grégoirg-die-Tours, directed by Guy Resse,
He was my gallerist for ten years, What |
shownad was vary colorful abstract painting,
miuch influenced by Cobea. | also made a bot
of watercolors.

Ower the years you gradually becamd known
and in 1971, aged 43, vou had & major solo
shanee &t the Musde dart Modame de b Vile
der Paris, then directed by Piarre Gavdibert.
How many canvasas were prasented?
Betwean 100 and 150... Mainly abstract
paintings. But in 1968 1 had bagun to change
and was painting mone recognizable
elemants, such as knives and paophe. So, all
thiz was hung on the walls. Being exposed
ke this was uncomfiortable for meb. Abors all,
though, it was a real shock bocavss | thought
I'was doing expressive painting, but | found
what | was looking af too decorative. So |
decided to go back and stant over,

You have zand, "I wanled o s100 evinyThing,
start afresh,” and you used the expression
“twrer wn frait “—mod fust v g medaphorcal

sonse of pulting it behing you, mght, but in
the iteral sense of drawing & Iing,

es, ecactly. It was when | quite literally drew
a horizgontal ling across the canvas, dividing
it into two spaces, with one space repre-
santing the ground, earth, and one repra-
sonting the sky, that | really stopped doing
abstract painting. This new space referred to
reality, From now on | could no longer play
at abstraction,

Abstract and figurative

What do you rméan by “no fongar plpy 8t abs-
rachon™ Do you mean thal when you
started o paint, absirachon was the
ianguage of the pvani-garde, and 50 i wag
natural for you B0 Lake it up?

as, but this language had already ceased
10 b nénee. Whhin | realized that | was walking
on & well-beaten track, | made a sham about-
turmn. In 1971 | simply decided that | would
go back to figurative painting, without
woirying about the tendencies and trends of
the day. | was also going back to my own
higtery. Today, my painting is both figurative
and abstract. Already, at the time, | thought
there was no way one could simplify things
and say, “Painting iz either absiract or figu-
rative.” The key thing was the way one
worked: you had to choose either a strue-
tured space into which you could introduce
recognizable elements, or a vague ong,
wihich was that of lyrical painting.

And el i the 18805 and 705 there was a
wiry clear ling befween absiract and
figurative painters. You had fo take sides.

Absolutely. That's why | was never a card-ca-
rrying Franch Communist or upholder of the
palitical painting that was so faghionable in
those days, as in the Malassis group, In fact,
its mambars were ahvays very good friends.

Don't you beleve thar paning can have a
podtacal message?

it's mot that | don’t believe it, but it's not
wihat ' about.

Léts come back o this e that vou drew
Wiasn't this also a way of creaing # thaatncal
ng of stape?

Yos, cortainly, because | vwas aware that | was
dramatizing things. And for me that was very
imporant., L was another kind of painting.,

in 1982 you pxchebited a1 the Mason des Arts
it Cribboed, The showy rgrked another huming
POt i your wovk, For the firsl bime ong
could s naked fgures with all their sexual
SatoTy On deioliy and couples making love.
The exhbition caused & scandal and was
CONEIOead pomagraphic

Iy rargly paint copulation because it tells
& story and takes me away from what I'm
Erying to aay. A singhs pérsen, doing nothing,
lika & woman &ilting on a chair, creates
somathing much more dramatic. When |
dacided 1o do figurativa painting, | thought
that the idaal thing for me would be 1o paing
nudis the way Cézanne paimed apples. That
hilpad mis keep o distonce from the problem
of reprosonting reality that is a part of
figurativa painting.

Ithink that I°'m an abstract painter who usas
figuration, rathar than a figurative painter
who usas abairaction,

Why do you so offen pant soltivy people
Stanng out 8t the bahaider?

Ag it happens, & féw years ago | realized that
my Charsclgns wars owin mong axpressive
with thar ayes shut.,

In Crébed you were cniticred for showing
Ny o 8 r depressing way, Complants
wre lodpod.

This almost medical representation was
viewed as obscense. | wasn't stupid, | lonewsr
it would cause a scandal,. But that's not why
Ididit. The police cama, half the show was
cloged to visitors under 18 and the most
controvarsinl images were shown down at
thae bottom, in the theater audiorium, Thers
wore dotintes about the axhibition, and it was
Uit & SuGceas,

Some of vour canvases have & kind of
psychodnglylic  function:  thay  confrant
wigvwars wilh thair deapasr saives,

The smpty space sround my figures
probably works likeé a mirror. It plays an
imparant role in créating that mixture of
attraction and repulsion that some people
fadl about my palnting.

Logkng of your fgures, molared from sach
Othes in their Amost emply Spaces, the plays
of Bocken of lonNesoD comd 1o mind.

I actually painted & lot of big canvases with
three of four figures, but | wasn't always
hapgy with the result, 0 | removed one of
tham, then beo, then three, A single figure
gives the painting more power. Several
figures turn into an image, | prefes the David
wiho painted Marst to the one who painted
the rapa of the Sabing women, What makes
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andais. Et puis il y & eu la crise d
an 18990-91. Alors on 5'est Seoands
Mais ces opportunités ne vous onl-elles
paz coups de la scene frangaise el infarna-
tionale ¢
Oiui, sar forac Marnix, j2 n'avais pas
gde contact avec les muséas, las criagques of los
Je o paye encors, memie 51, Suound hu,

on reganda & NouvEaw mon CeunTe
Frontalité

Ca qui caractérise votre painfure, ¢est
evidemmaent £a frontalite.

Coest rés important ce qu cn appealie
alité, C'estune facon de woor les choses ©un
personnage, toul seul, sur une chalse, ¢ estla
staltds aui lui donne sa puissanca. Dn na voil

armas les gens oe catte manierd ans @ v

a fron

Vous aver dvogué, lors de différents antra-
tiens, ume scéne forte a lagualle vous avier
assistd et qui vous a margud, C'étail en
1951, vous gtiez én (rain de réaliser des
fresques dans un hépiral psychiatrigus & la
Fondation Vallde & Villajuif. Vous aver
raconté gu'une ravissante fillette folle étall
suscultde sans mdnagemeant par des méde-
cing, Elle érait nue et n'avait aucune pudaur.
Effectivernant, j"ai été marguéd par le fai

e les parsonnes mentalemeant dérangees
n'habitent pas lew corps. Ca les dépasse.
C'est ce qu'll v a de plus dérangeant. J'a
1oujowrs &té passionng par les cas dtudias par

pSyChaatrie

Uin autre aspect trés important de volre we,
¢'ast volre amour pour la musigue, Qu'as!-
ce qu'il vous a apporté ?
La musicque & oocupé ung place importanie
ng ma vie. J'ai commencé ke violon & B ans
j& n'ai jamais réwvd d"81Ne musiCien pance
gue j'al 1owours e hormgur de faire les choses
an public, Gosse, lorsque je dessingis, on
3 mes dessing par-dessus mon
e détestais cala. Je me revos £0a
t 4 la campagne én train de faire des
slles @1 bes gens 5" approchasent. Ja me
5 triéas bian da B soullrance que o &t

pour i, Ja ralerrmas mon chmed e pe decam-
e, malgré mon amour da la mussqus
& n'aurais pas voulu Atre violoneste, Pauras eu
antable, Je ouses du wvskon tous
dans I'atelaer, J' adorais peindre, m"a-
JLET CiNG MEnUtes, recommencer & pa
Jusqu'au jour ol | S0 B D s LSk

OB an participant a & |'|'-._'|:'||"|'::=.'.',: QN du

Hormis la painture el 13 musigue, vous
enfratenes uné passion pour la littérature.
Dol wviant-alle 7 Y a-t-il des auteurs qur
VOUS Ot swivi toute volre vig ¢

La littérature Tolstol, Pouchking
Dostogvski,., ont bercdé mon enfance. J'a une
passion pour Baudelaire, que j@ 5
remise an cause. J'ame les podtes et les
grands romanciers de la hin du 19 8t ou cedut
du 20¢ siecle : Victor Hugo, Flaubert, Proust
Il v & égalemeant Aragon, el Célme gque j'a
gacouysrt guand Son prérmear g 251 pana
Parallélament, |"ai (oujours ata trés attre
par les essais politiques, sooologques et
psychologiques

IS,

I Jarmed

Entra 1977 af 1985, vous sver di vous sentir
frég soul OQu'est-ce qui vous poussait d
continuer & réalisar cette peinlure 8l parti-
culigre et & wiolenie, of qui érait tofalament
& contre-courant #

Cuatorze ans ang.... C'était un peu
normal ca rejet, ca que & fasms et plutol
agressif et pas facile a défendre, Mais ["avais
COMPAS qu'on ne pouvait pas faire uné pain

ture gui interroge la condition hurmaing sans
passar par la hgure, Longlemps, | ai cna gua
‘art absirait &tail comme la musigue, qu’l

nouvait traduire des émaotions Bumaings
gxtrémas. Ja n'y crois plus

caest

Vous niaver jamars ey le santimant d’avorr
ralson contre tous pendant longtemps 7

Mon, jamais... Ja ne sais pas du wut quelle
réalité se cache demiére cetie reconnais-
sance actuele, Est-ce gue dans dig ans, dans
vingt ans, ca existera toujours ? C'est trés nela-

fif, la reconnaissance

JEAN RUSTIN
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nse two works different is the light. That's

a most impoartant thing in my painting. Pve
always thought that it's not just about the
colors; the light that comes from a painting
5 an essential element,

0o you paint using models?

‘No, | went from abstraction to figuration

without models. My models ware in my
gad, in life. But my paintings don’t tell

sories.

When do you consider 8 painting fo be
EBnichad?
With acrylic painting it's never finished. In the
oid days it was almost impossible 1o go back
an oil painting: thera are spacial coatings
i they crack. Technically, mow, you can
ark an acrylic painting, so if that’s what
wou decide, then it's never finished.

in vour answer you take the terms of my
puasiion Wierally You emphasize the con-
ereta, material aspect of things.
ese material aspects are important, |
ded up using acrylic paintings because
e time argund 1987-68, the thinner used
3 oil paint, turpentine, which comes from
the pine trees in the Landes, was raplaced
a kind of petrol from cars. It made my
ands burn. Like all artists, | was reluctant
2o change medium and then | realized fairly
ickly that it was very good: you can do
ything vou want with acrylic,

el me aboul your wWorking rouine.

ary morning | used 1o go to the studio and
aok at the painting | was working on, For the
st quarter houwr, | had a very keen critical
srvsd, Afver that yiou lose it and yvou go back
2o work. | alzo liked 10 take out my violin now

1584, Aorg hoda. 100 x Bl cm.
S Fond, Busiind, “So wheng s Bébari? ™ dond an chnvas
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and again and play a little sonata by Bach,
That gave me a special way of looking at rmy
painting. Now I'm no longer able to go 1o my
sludig, so | work at home.

Frontality

How gid collectors react in the 19705 when
you radicaly changed your way of pamting?
Did they follsw you on that?

They didn’t follow me, and | no longer had
a gallary. But, one day, in January 1985, a
collector came to see me at the studio. He
was clearly younger than | was. He asked to
gea the paintings. Two days later he came
back. "Rustin,” he said, “if yvou agres, Il take
everything you have.” He bought hundreds
and hundreds of canvases, plus portfolios of
drawings and watercolors, In fact, | was
naiva. It's hard to resist when you've spent
yvour life earning peanuts and feeling cut
off from everyone... Al this time | was also
waorking occasionally for a ceramist. In fact
it was somathing other than money that
made me do that. This guy brought me a
kind of recognition that | probably needad.
He took a chance on me, just as | had done
in starting from zero, His name was Marnix
MNeerman. He had a fantastic gallery im
Bruges. We became friends. He made a real
fartung, simply from selling my paintings,
mainhy to Dutch collectors. Then came the
market crisis of 1990-91, and we went our
separate ways.

Dide’t these opportunitios cut you off from
the French and international scenes’

Sure, When | was with Marnix | had no
contact with museums, critics and maga-
zines. I'm still paying the price, even if people
have started to look at my work again,

The distinguishing feature of your painting s
clearly its frontality:

It's a way of seeing things: one figura on their
own, on a chair. What gives that image its
power is frontality. You never sae people that
weay in life.

in infarviasvs your have spokan about 4 scenea
that you witnessed and that made a daep um-
pression on you. [t was 1957 and you warg
making frescoes in a psychiatne haspial al
the Fondation Vallde n Vilenw! You seid that
a basutiful young girl, who was mad was
barg rathar brutally examined by dactors.
She was naked and falt absaiutaly no shame.
Yas, | was struck by the fact that the mantally
deranged do no live in their bodies. They
have no grip on that. That's the most discon-
certing thing. | have always been fascinated
by the cases studied in psychiatry.

Angthar wary impontant aspect of your #fe is
your love of music. What has that brought you?

Music has been an important part of my
lifie, | started the violin at the age of five. But
| never dreamed of being a musician because
| hate doing things in public, As a kid, when
I was drawing, people used to look over my
shoulder. | hated it. | also remember being
in the country daing watarcolars and people
coming up. | remember well how | hated
that. | would shut my sketchbook and go. So,
for all my love of music, | didnt want to be
a violinist, | would have baen horribly
nervous. | played the violin every day in my
studio, | loved to paint, then stop for five
minutes, then start painting again, etc. Other-
wiige you get tired of always doing the same
thing. Until one day the police broke my
arm when | was marching in the demons-
tration at the Charonne metro station.1) 5o
I had to stop for a long time. In fact, it's
amazing how many painters made music:
Delacroix, Ingres, Wols, Paul Klee...

in addition fo paning and music, you also
have a passion for Iiterature.

Russian literature—Tolstoy, Pushkin,
Dostoevsky—nourished my childhood. |
have a passion for Baudelaire that has never
changed. | love the poets and the great no-
valists of the late nineteenth and early twen-
tieth centuries: Victar Hugo, Flaubert, Proust.
There's also Aragon and Céling, whom |
discovered when his first book was publi-
shed. At the same time, I've always been
strongly attracted to political, sociological
and psychological essays,

Eatwean 1971 and 1985 you must have fel
really slone. What kept you producing those
paintings thal weng 20 particular and S0 wolent,
and that were 50 midh against the currant?

Fourteen years is a long time. The rejection
wasn't really surprising: what | was doing
wis rather aggressive and not easy to
defend, But | had understood that you can't
do painting that probes the human condition
without brimging the human figure into it. For
many years | thought that abstract art was
like music, that it could translate extreme
human emations. | don't believe that now.

Haven't you ever fall that you were right all
thiz time and thal everyone aise was wrong?
Mo, never. | have no idea what the reality is
behind this current recognition. Will it still
exist in tan years, or bwenhy years? Recognition
ig a very relative kind of thing. 8
Translation, C. Pemwarden

1) Towsand the end of the Franch war in Algaria, in
1982, an “illegal”™ antifsscist demonsiralion i Paris
was vipdenthy représsod by the police, and eight people
ware killed dl.ll"irln the attermpt to lake shelter in
Chargning melra station, wiich had bean clasod for the
occasion=Trans.



