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The project I choose to present for the graduation exhibition in Kjarvalsstaðir was 
called Immobile travelers.
I have chosen to archive a part of my dear plant collection in an habitat that I made for 
them.
The piece to questions the status of plants nowadays, as they are industrially produced 
in warehouses, quickly shipped all around the world and sold as any other products.

In order to cast a different light on them I have carefully documented all the places 
these plants went through before getting into my hands. This reveals an aspect of their 
individualities as well as exposing the way plants are used in a capitalist system. The 
work thus considers plants as existing individuals rather than merely as products of 
capitalism, somehow excavating the old status of plants during the apogee of 
shamanic times.

I do believe that the show was a success in a way that the piece encouraged people to 
identify plants more as individuals than as products. Hopefully this will eventually 
influence people to reject the idea of plants as product and thus encourage them to 
prefer plants that come from outside the market.

After the show this plant collection will be placed in the collective space of the 
Icelandic Academy of the Arts. In this new location, the collection will be dependent 
on the care of the school's attendants. In that sense, the collection will challenge the 
ability of a community of users to work together in providing care for the plants.

Additionally, the location of the piece also questions the status of the piece since an 
art school is by all means a place where no permanent art work is usually displayed.

The habitat that I built for the collection was made with a beehive structure as a 
reference. This decision was made in order to divide the space of the habitat, which 
tends to reenforce the individuality of each plants, but also to refer to the collection as 
a whole. The ambiguity of the structure illustrates the ongoing debate between 
biologists about the status of plants.

Indeed, biologists got involved in a rather philosophical debate concerning this, 
hesitating between the definition of a plant as an individual, or as a a colony: plants 
can indeed be divided since cuttings can grow their own root system and therefore 
become autonomous. From the Latin word root individuum (that cannot be divided), 
an individual doesn't seem exactly accurate then in order to describe a plant that can 
perform such a thing. One could for instance think about plants as a colony of 
individuals growing on top of each other.

As announced in the conclusion of my thesis, this project was also concerned with the 
status of a piece of Art. Indeed, the piece appeared at first sight as a big flowerpot that 
could have belonged to the museum. For that reason, I have no doubt on the fact that 
some visitors did not identify the piece as being a part of the show in the first place. 
This ambiguous presentation of my project questioned the status of art works and was 
a success in the way it produced a peculiar situation for some viewers that did not 
identify the piece as being a part of the show but rather belonging to another entiety, 
outside the context of contenporary art.
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View of the graduation exhibition in Kjarvalsstaðir, Immobile travelers, metal sheets, soil, unique

friends, care, love and patience, 2018. Picture: Anne Rombach ©

5



View of the graduation exhibition in Kjarvalsstaðir, Immobile travelers, metal sheets, soil, unique

friends, care, love and patience, 2018. Picture: Anne Rombach ©

View of the graduation exhibition in Kjarvalsstaðir, Immobile travelers, metal sheets, soil, unique

friends, care, love and patience, 2018. Picture: Anne Rombach ©

6



View of the graduation exhibition in Kjarvalsstaðir, Immobile travelers, metal sheets, soil, unique

friends, care, love and patience, 2018. Picture: Anne Rombach ©

7



Non-consensual painting and storytelling

Alexandre Fortin

BA verkefni í myndlist – ritgerð

Leiðbeinandi: Hulda Stefánsdóttir 

Listaháskóli Íslands

Myndlistardeild
Vorönn 2018





This thesis deals with the difficulty to locate one's work within the field of painting.

In that regard, the main and traditional opposition between figurative and abstract painting 

will be discussed and analyzed. Well known artists taken from the history of painting and 

particularly from the 20th century will be used as examples, as well as perception theories such 

as the Gestalt theory.

       But if painters should be able to locate their practices within these two poles, it is 

however offering a quite blurry intersection space. Examples, such as the one of camouflage, 

will be analyzed to show the advantages and limits of such opposition. This analysis will 

eventually give guidance elements in order to explore this blurry yet interesting field within 

the field of painting.

       In a second time, the use of such hybrid paintings will be discussed in the context of 

storytelling. The principal questions that will be raised will concern the possibilities of such 

works, as well as the ways to present them in a narrative context. Ultimatley, what could be 

the benefits or reasons to present them in such context.
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So many things come to mind when one thinks about painting. Some even say it is one of the 

oldest mediums used in art. We can indeed go back to Paleolithic cave paintings as distant 

relics of this need humans have always had for image making. But no need to go that far and 

the mind is already attacked by a prodigious number of different styles and schools 

throughout the last century.

       In an attempt to understand this enormous field, painters, critiques and amateur artists 

began to draw borders or find common patterns between different areas of this large subject of 

study.

One of the most known and common distinctions in that regard is often made between so 

called figurative painting on the one hand, and abstract painting on the other. 

       Figurative tendencies have been ruling painting for most of its existence. This tendency 

could be defined as aiming to represent the visual appearances of the outside world.

       Abstract tendencies started to emerge as such in the history of painting roughly from the 

second half of the 19th century. A much younger tendency then, but a very vivid one which 

birth seemed to redefine what people though painting could be as a genre.

       According to this traditional opposition, my work would fall under the definition of 

abstract painting. Thant would, however, be a limited view of my work. Therefore, I had to 

research the criteria of the two defined as opposition. Yet, the standing point of my research is 

strictly concerned with what is visible. In other words, I have mainly focused on what 

happens within the retina and examined these ideas from that perspective. I consider it valid ti 

verify an idea through its visual representation. This is one of the frameworks I have given 

myself for this thesis.

       Later on, in order to deepen my understanding, and therefore acquire more tools to use as 

a painter, I asked myself if there was another way that would allow me to locate my work 

somewhere in between the traditional opposition previously cited.

Ultimately, I have looked for different strategies to use and other aspects of the work to play 

on in order to create meaning out of non-consensual paintings within the field of storytelling.
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1. Figuration versus Abstraction: a traditional

opposition

A. Origins and definitions of Figurative and Abstract

tendencies

Figurative tendencies have been ruling painting for most of its existence. Relics from the 

Paleolithic era may be the earliest testimonies of this tendency, still available today. Located 

mostly in south Europe (mainly in France and Spain) and miraculously kept in deep caves, a 

great number of traces from animals and humans are still visible there. However, these cave 

paintings were not only located in Europe, but also in the Sahara desert, in Indonesia and in 

Australia where the Aborigines maintained a cave painting tradition until 19701.

       The incredible longevity of cave paintings is due to landslides and similar phenomenon 

that somehow sealed the caves' entrances. The oxygen was trapped inside and unable to 

regenerate by exchanges with the outside. It was therefore impossible for any kind of living 

organism, especially mosses and fungus, to grow and thirve on the nutritional elements of the 

colors that had been used by the artists (often wood charcoal and mineral ochre) and thus 

destroy it. After thousands of years, these testimonies from almost another dimension are still 

visible.

       Most of the cave paintings and sculptures represent animals in diverse kind of scenes. 

The purposes of such paintings and sculptures is not clear, and therefore still quite open to 

interpretations, but the most accepted hypothesis is that they were meant as historical 

testimonies of ceremonies, wars and events, such as hunting. However, it got slightly more 

blurry as paleontologists discovered, among a huge majority of figurative pieces, some signs 

and symbols, as well as much more abstract figures that seem to be linked with magic and 

pagan ceremonies.

1 Encyclopedie Larousse en ligne, « Art Parietal : Interprétations », 10th december 2017.
http://www.larousse.fr/encyclopedie/divers/art_pari%C3%A9tal/77042.

http://www.larousse.fr/encyclopedie/divers/art_pari%C3%A9tal/77042


       As distant as it looks, as mysterious and dark, relics from this period show how important 

and needed it is for human societies to produce likeness and so called figurative art : « The 

desire to make and attempt to likeness has been powerful throughout history. Their presence 

in human societies has been the rule, and their absence the exception »2 . Indeed, wherever we 

look into History's drawers, we see the same power of attraction to likeness, or at least an 

attempt to represent reality through images. From Cave Art to the Renaissance, to the 

Impressionism and the surrealism, the intention is always the same: to make images that the 

viewer would recognize, that could easily be identified as the artist's representation of reality 

(be it an apple by Cezanne, an animal in a cave or a melting clock by Dali). The aim of the 

figurative tendencies could be roughly summed up as the attempt to reach a consensual 

image, an image that everyone could quickly agree on what it represents.

Abstract tendencies are often located in time around the early beginnings of the 20 th century. It 

is a tendency that grew from the works of artists such as Paul Cezanne and  Vincent Van Gogh 

and on movements such as Fauvism, Post-Impressionism and Expressionism. These artistic 

movements were indeed claiming more and more freedom from the strict consensus of 

representation. They were changing colors and shapes in a way that made it increasingly 

difficult for viewers to recognize what the picture was depicting. However, and as previously 

said, it is still not so hard to recognize Cezanne's apples, portraits and mountains as well as 

Van Gogh's chairs, fields and characters. As a continuation, and taking place between 1906 

and 1910, three painters started to paint fully abstract images. These paintings either showed 

something that no one had ever seen or that no one could name or recognize. It is commonly 

agreed on that these three major artists discovered Abstraction : Kasimir Malevich, Piet 

Mondrian and Vassily Kandinsky. The titles given to such works were either minimalistic and 

indicated a research based painting process, such as Kandinsky's Composition VII (1913), or 

they did not seem to have anything to do with the actual work, like Mondrian's Victory Boogie 

Woogie (1944).

       However, it is not so certain that these three painters truly invented abstract painting. In 

fact, another artist might have been the very first to it, or at least she painted abstract paintings 

much earlier: the Swedish painter Hilma Af Klimt. 

In the case of Hilma Af Klimt, as it is often when it comes to abstract art, abstraction is used 

to paint the invisible. Paul Klee, another important figure of abstraction, said later on that the 

aim of his abstract painting was to: “make visible” (what is not or not yet). That is the reason 

2 Julian Bell, What is painting?(London : Thames and Hudson, 1999), 9.

14



why abstract tendencies are often linked with magic and spirituality (Kandinsky's book The 

spiritual in Art,1910). Abstract tendencies in painting evolved through decades in various 

movements after World War 2 inside and outside Europe.

The aim of abstract tendencies could be roughly summed up as an attempt to find new means 

of expression by using visual elements that are independent from classical visual references. 

Such visual languages are not using references to reality as a consensus.

On the one hand we have figuration, an old main tendency that is based on likeness and the 

possibility for the viewer to see what the artist intended to represent ; in this case a subject 

taken from the visible world (an apple, a face...) or, as the Surrealists did, something that does 

not exist in actual reality but is recognizable as a variation of it (melting clocks) with 

references to the unconscious mind and dreams. The subject of the work doesn't exist as such 

but rather works as a scenario/an object that could fit reality: an elephant with 30 meter legs 

doesn't exist, yet it is a variation of an actual elephant. Therefore it fits reality. 

We can eventually say that figuration re-presents ; it presents again what has already 

presented itself in reality.

On the other hand is abstraction, a more discrete tendency, that is based on the need to give 

shape to something that does not belong to reality or any of its possible variations. This 

tendency does not using visual consensus: It is not possible to clearly agree about what the 

image represents and viewers will often see very different things. We can eventually say that 

abstraction presents, since in general, its subject is not something that was visible before.

2. Camouflage: a well-hidden paradox 

There is another key word often used in connection figuration.

The term of Mimesis comes from ancient Greek and plays an interesting role in this context. 

From its ancient Greek origins, Mimesis means imitation. It is then obviously used together 

with the idea of a figuration. In contemporary English, French, Spanish, Italian and other 

languages, the term Mimesis is the origin of several words : To mime (EN), Mimer (FR), 

Mimar (SP)...

One of the words from this root has a very peculiar context. The adjective Mimetic in English, 

as well as its equivalents in other languages such as the ones previously quoted, is defined as 



such: “ Using imitative means of representation ”3.

Mimetic is an adjective often used when describing animals, insects and plants. 

Lepus Timidus, also called Mountain hare, is a specie of hare that lives mostly in 

Fennoscandia and eastern Siberia. Among many other names, Lepus Timudus is also known 

as Variable hare, due to the fact this animal changes its appearance according to the season 

and therefore its surroundings. During summer, Lepus Timidus wears a warm grey coat while 

it becomes completely white in wintertime. For Lepus Timidus as well as for many other 

living forms that share the same feature, mimetism is a survival strategy. The ability mimetic 

animals have to blend into their surroundings provides them with better probabilities to 

remain unseen and therefore extend their lifetime.

Directly inspired from this million years old evolution feature, European soldiers invented the 

military camouflage during first World war. The aim was exactly the same as with mimetic 

animals, insects and plants: increase survival rates of soldiers by making them less visible. 

In other words, it was an attempt to merge within a visual context in order to draw enemies' 

eyes away from soldiers.

       The making of an effective camouflage lays on two points. First of all, the context, or in 

other words, the surroundings which the camouflage intends to blend with. If one wants to 

blend with the landscape of Northern America, one will have to be equipped with a certain 

kind of colors and pattern, which will be completely ineffective in semi-deserted landscapes 

of Australia.

Secondly, to make an effective camouflage, one should consider the sight modalities of the 

viewer that the camouflaged soldier/animal wants to remain unseen by. This very point has 

given a lot of new features to contemporary camouflage compared with what it was only fifty 

years ago. For instance, when termocameras and other technologies alike started to be used 

worldwide, contemporary camouflage offered clothes to soldiers that could reduce the heat 

emissions from the soldiers body.

The idea of making a camouflage is indisputably from a figurative tendency. It is made very 

clear with Figure 3 that since it is all about blending in a specific context, making an effective 

camouflage requires to mimic the features of the surroundings in a matter of shape, colors and 

even sometimes textures and temperatures.

However, if we take a close look at a camouflage, what do we see ? We do not see any defined 

object, no plant, no rock, no sand or snow. In fact, we just see a camouflage, we just see it as 

it is or, better, what it presents. The camouflage seems to encompass both main features of 

3   The free dictonary, « Mimetic », 18th december 2017. https://www.thefreedictionary.com/mimetic
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figuration and abstraction since it represents and presents at the same time.

Ultimately, one painting could look abstract to the viewer while considered figurative, and 

look figurative while considered abstract.

It seems that the main idea onto which the opposition between abstraction and figuration 

stands is not so clear, if not quite shaky. Besides, there is another disadvantage to using the 

term abstract to define one's paintings. One of the most common question asked straight after 

you tell someone you are a painter is : “ What do you paint ? Is it figurative or abstract ? ”

Despite the useful shortcut of answering one or the other, if one had to answer “ abstract ”, it 

inevitably comes with a disturbing cliché that seems to stick with the word abstraction. Very 

often the word abstraction is linked with a supposed total freedom of the artist to do whatever 

he/she wants or likes. Abstraction also seems to be a branch of painting that doesn't require 

any sort of knowledge or technique, since the kind of technique that is used is not as obvious 

as the figurative technique. Abstract painters are therefore often thought to be unskilled, 

painting abstract because of their total lack of technique to draw or paint “ well ”.

This disadvantage might appear as something anecdotic for artists and Art enthusiasts. 

However, I believe it is of prior importance for an artist to be able to communicate his/her 

practice to the public in a way that avoids such pitfalls. 



2. Illusion making and visual consensus

A. Gestalt theory

It has been made clear now why the usual border drawn between abstraction and figuration is 

extremely blurry and maybe not be so helpful in locating some painters' practices. However, 

in order to find an effective way to locate my practice of painting, it is necessary to find 

another approach.

The question that arises then is the following : after all that, what are we left with ?

       The Gestalt theory is a psychological, philosophical and biological theory that emerged 

roughly during the early 20th century but is thought to have its origins way back in time. 

Gestalt theory is an attempt to understand the laws behind the ability to acquire and maintain 

meaningful perceptions in an apparently chaotic world. The central principle of gestalt theory 

is that the mind forms a global whole with self-organizing tendencies.

       This theory can be applied to numerous fields since it contains a lot of different 

assumptions and theoretical laws. Among other, one of them is particularly useful when it 

comes to illusion making and visual consensus. 

       The law of closure states that individuals perceive objects such as shapes, letters, pictures, 

etc., as being whole when they are not complete. Specifically, when parts of a whole picture 

are missing, our perception fills in the visual gap(s). Research shows that the reason the mind 

completes a regular figure that is not perceived through sensation is to increase the regularity 

of the surrounding stimuli4, as illustrated by Figure 4.

       Gestalt theory gives us interesting elements to partly understand what happens when 

viewers are confronted with a painting. According to this theory, the mind has a tendency to 

relay to previous experiences in order to reconstruct a whole with elements that are potentially 

combinable : the context is often more important than the text.

4   Herb Stevenson, « Emergence : The Gestalt Approach To Change », Herb stevenson (website), 2013, 
http://www.herbstevenson.com/articles/emergence-gestalt-approach-to-change.php.
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       If we look at a figurative painting from this point of view, it is indeed what happens does 

not come with great surprise : the mind interpreters the picture as a space with elements 

(a landscape, a portrait or a still life for example). But, if we look at an abstract painting the 

situation gets exciting.

       As shown by Figure 4, we can clearly see a cube despite the fact that there is absolutely 

no cube or at least, not really. Our mind is combining the elements into a whole because these 

elements are easily combinable. Obviously, if they were organized randomly, I bet no one 

would suspect there is a potential cube somewhere. Looking at a traditional abstract painting 

from this point of view tends to reveal that something quite exciting happens. As mentioned in 

Part 1 and according to the Gestalt theory, viewers will have a tendency to reconstruct or 

construct a whole by using element of the painting. It is probably not what Kandinsky had in 

mind, but it is very easy to see things such as figures, faces, animals or whatsoever in most of 

his paintings. Who has never seen a face in the darker spots on a wooden parquet or an animal 

in the clouds?

       Despite the huge visual possibilities some abstract paintings have, it seems there is a 

common whole that probably any painting contains. If we boil everything down, get to the 

essence of any painting, the root of all visual potentials, we are left with one very basic 

feature: space.

B. It is all about space

Indeed, independently from the kind of figure, object or any other whole that is constructed by 

the mind, the strict minimum that any painting seems to contain is a certain kind of space with 

particular features (also in Figure 4).

       Be it figurative or abstract, landscape or portrait, geometrical or organic, one can say that 

a painting is always a combination of elements which draw a relationship of close and far 

between each other. We can see that a portrait does not appear as a flat surface (even though it 

is) : The tip of Mona Lisa's nose appears to be closer to the viewer than the background. The 

illusion that takes place within the painting could therefore be seen as an illusion of different 

depths. 

A radically different example would maybe be Kandinsky's abstractions. But if we take a 

close look, Kandinsky's paintings are as sensible to this approach as any other portrait or 



landscape is. When looking at such paintings, it is quite easy for the mind to construct a 

space: Once again, some areas of the painting appear deeper than others.

As a matter of fact, some of Kandinsky's statements are getting us on this very track : “ The 

subjective effect produced by a line depends on its orientation: a horizontal line corresponds 

with the ground on which man rests and moves; (...) A vertical line corresponds with height, 

and offers no support;”5

       From this point of view, the idea of pure abstraction as some of the pioneers 

conceptualized it doesn't sound so convincing since according to the Gestalt theory, the mind 

seems conditioned to built or rebuilt a whole according to its previous perceptional 

experiences.

       Kandinsky explains that a horizontal line acts like a ground, which is one element that, if 

it coexists within a painting with a vertical one, gives the viewer everything needed to 

construct a whole that would be a virtual three dimensional space.

One exception could be mentioned though in the name of monochromes. But if a 

monochrome is presented as a flat surface, the color itself constitutes an illusion of depth that 

is in opposition to the wall it is hanged on. It is then also an illusion that creates a particular 

space and therefore depth.

If we try and sum this up, we can say that almost any painting creates a virtual space and 

therefore, that painting is an illusion making activity.

If I previously tried to analyse and show some weaknesses of the traditional opposition 

between Figuration and Abstraction, there is still a necessity to use a quite similar though 

different border in order to locate my personal practice within the field of painting: “ I feel 

beyond this issue but it never seems to go away ”.6

An abstract painting, as much as almost any other kind of painting, can be defined as a virtual 

space that interacts with its physical surroundings. However, from a strictly visual point of 

view, there are very different approaches of this phenomenon for an abstract painter. One 

could for instance make a traditional abstract painting but suggest within this painting 

numerous figures and objects that would be, as such, figurative. Yet the painting would 

probably be abstract since the actual work would not contain figurative elements. The 

figurative elements (figures, objects,...) would be constructed by the mind of the viewer.

Once again, It is probably not such a big deal when this phenomenon of perception happens 

unintentionally within paintings. We often hear people saying when looking at traditional 

5 Wassily Kandinsky, Point et ligne sur plan, (Paris : Gallimard, 1991), 69-70.
6  Tomma Abts and Peter Doig, “Peter Doig / Tomma Abts”, Wrong Times, The Wrong Gallery, (2004): 3.
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abstract paintings that they see a lion, a face, a rock. Yet it is an interesting path to take if one 

would work on such phenomenon and explore the visual potentialities of a painting.

C. Non-consensual painting

      

Figure 5 shows a small painting that I made in 2017. This painting is the product of a rather 

long process of multi-layering. We could roughly divide the painting into two areas. The first 

one would be the stripes on each side, that are composed of quite smooth gestures and reveal 

the flatness of the surface. This part does not really create a deep virtual space but rater, a flat 

one. On the other hand, the central part that holds around 75% of the surface of the canvas. 

This main central part, framed by the flat sides, reveals a complex topography. There are quite 

a lot of different areas, each of them, virtually, having a different depth or proximity to the 

viewer. But this virtual space has been sculpted in a specific way. Besides the central element 

(dark-green vertical square) that seems to contradict the virtual depth, the general topography 

behind the square seems to contain a figure. This figure is in fact produced by the mind of the 

viewer as explained above. The figure holds around 78% of the central space and appears to 

have the same framing features as a rather classicistic portrait. However the actual elements 

that are used by the mind to perceive this figure are extremely blurry compared to the one of 

Figure 4. One could say it is not an abstract painting with figurative elements but maybe more 

of a figurative painting with abstract elements. 

But it seems not correct either to define this painting as being a figurative painting with 

abstract elements. Since the appearing figure previously quoted is not something that anyone 

would agree on or at least give it the exact same visual features, it is still an unsettled one, 

much more blurry than the cube on Figure 4, it is not exactly figurative, yet not abstract either.

       Instead, I would use the word of non-consensual painting, since everything is so blurry 

but the painting is clearly made to trigger a particular topography in the viewer's mind.

In fact, the painting doesn't use elements of the visual consensus that we call reality and is the 

notion that defines figuration, but uses the structure or context of this consensus. It is then 

about using abstract elements but within a global structure that imitates some aspects of the 

visual consensus' structure.



To be clearer, the visual consensus or what we define by the word reality, is all the visual 

elements and visual structures that everyone agrees on. When seeing an apple no one would 

say it is an orange, except in Magrite's painting This is not a pipe (1928-1929) which 

nevertheless illustrates my point perfectly, would it be turned the other way around. 

To sum it up, the aim of my researches in painting is about finding a way to suggest some 

particular aspects of the visual consensus' structure while getting as much as possible away 

from this very visual consensus. It is then no surprise if the main aspect of the visual 

consensus's structure that I use is space.
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3. Non-consensual images and storytelling 

A. Elements to define storytelling

Storytelling is a communication method based on a narrative structure of the discourse that is 

related to the one of tales and stories. As a practice, it has been used (in its early stages) since 

very distant ages of humanity. We can indeed find its use in tales and stories such as the one 

related to myths and mythologies. But storytelling nowadays refers to a method used in 

communication. It has recently found new uses in fields such as politics and marketing. As a 

matter of fact, studies show that today, customers are much more keen on buying a product or 

a brand if they agree with its story7.

       But storytelling could also be linked to the field of perception management used by 

armies and governments to design the beliefs of masses by propagating rumors and releasing 

fake or true information in a specific context and timeframe. In this context, perception is 

defined as the "process by which individuals select, organize, and interpret the input from 

their senses to give meaning and order to the world around them”8. We can see clearly that it 

is related in that way to both camouflage and the aspect of Gestalt theory, arguing that the 

context is often more important that the text. Furthermore, it is quite natural that storytelling 

is an interesting, if not necessary tool for exhibition making.

       A last example represents quite well which use I want to make of such fields.

The Tarot de Marseille, also called Tarot of Marseille, is a divination card game from 

Marseille. This game is one of the standard patterns for the design of tarot cards. It is a pattern 

from which many subsequent tarot decks derive. 

The game is composed of many cards including twenty-two of them, known as “major 

acanas”. Each of these major arcanas can be understood as representing a moment of a 

journey going from one point to another. This journey could roughly be named as the genesis 

of a soul.

7   Georges Lewi, Mythologies des marques: quand les marques font leur storytelling,(London : Pearson, 2009), 
55.
8  Jennifer M. George and Gareth R. Jones, Understanding and Managing Organizational Behavior, (London : 
Pearson, 2010),  43.



       But what makes this game so unique is that it gathers a prodigious amount of very old 

symbols that are combinable in very different ways. Eventually, it potentially gives to the 

reader infinite combinations. Due to its structure and according to the combination of cards, 

the meaning of any card can change from one extreme to the other. The context built by all the 

cards that have been chosen by the one getting a reading has a great influence on the meaning 

of every single card that has been chosen. As an exhibition displaying several pieces, the 

design of the whole ecosystem can convey to very different interpretations from the 

reader/viewer point of view. This apparoach tends to consider the meaning/usefulness of a 

piece as being wide open and changeable. Furthermore, it seems that the word “piece” is 

shifting from pointing at a single work to a whole exhibition. A piece would then be 

understood as one particular setting of works: eventually, an exhibition.

       An exhibition would become a setting of works or a story using modular elements such as 

in modular design or architecture.

  

B. Strategies and tools to use Non-consensual paintings within

the frame of storytelling

   

During the spring of 2017, I finished a painting (figure 6) on canvas. According to what was 

said before it is no surprise that I would consider it as being an illusion space. Besides, the 

space's features made it relatable for viewers to engage this space as a landscape. However, I 

have not covered the whole canvas with this illusion of space. Instead, I used a particular 

layout around it: the picture seems to be framed by a white area around itself, as if the illusion 

surface was framed within the limits of the canvas.

When I asked a friend to comment on it, after couple of seconds she told me : 

« That's funny. You know, with this white around. It looks like a polaroïd picture ».

That was it. Without using the path I did not want to get into, I had achieved something I had 

never done before. I had painted a non-consensual painting, but yet it was clearly pointing in a 

specific direction and could be used in a certain context, creating a very precise indication or 
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triggering a specific reaction from the viewer. The painting was effective. Later on I will use 

this painting as an element of a series that will be called “Polaroid memories” and deal with 

memory, nostalgia, the ability to remember and to forget. But the inner framing is not the only 

aspect of a painting to be played upon. Within an exhibition context/narrative, many more 

features are opened fo use.

       As an aperture on the body, a very recurring subject in art, I have been increasingly 

interested in a specific point of view.

       The use of the body or body involvement is a key notion in some cases but a rather subtle 

one in others. If for instance we take as an example the works of German painter Hans 

Artung, it seems quite hard not to notice the high degree of body involvement. Standing in 

front of T1962 – H24 (1962), offers a very direct experience of this idea (Figure 7).

       The act of painting can be defined as a performative interface between the body of the 

painter and the medium. A painting is then a record of a particular performance onto the 

medium, no matter what style, artistic movement or whatsoever plays a role within the 

painter's performance. 

In this example we can clearly see once again the dialogue between the medium and the 

artist's body. The body is then obvious as it is made so as to be present in the work: violent 

movements are read by the viewer, as if the painting was the trace of some fight or some 

aggressive act. The body is revealed as a very vivid one, fast and strong without any 

hesitation, as if the gesture was almost machine like in its determination to repeat and strike.

On the other hand there is a rather different example. Here we can notice that the management 

of the body's presence is very different if not totally the opposite.

       If we engage with Paysage par temps calme (1651) from a body presence point of 

view(Figure 8), we can quite easily admit that we do not see anything ! As a matter of fact the 

artist's policy in this regard is quite clear, the less the body can be seen, the better it is. 

Poussin's approach to painting is not an isolated one when it comes to body presence policy. It 

is indeed the very pillar of the realistic school, specially back then, when classicism was the 

rule. Since it is all about making an optical illusion that would trap the viewer, any obvious 

trace of the body or anything that could be understood as such would ruin the work and 

trigger comments from viewers and critics that would qualify the painter as being a bad one. 

No mention of the low and dirty world is allowed when one is occupied with making 

ideas/ideals visible ! This tendency was of course even more powerful when the apogee of 



religious painting was reached during the Italian Renaissance with it's effects all around 

Europe.

       However the painter's body is made taboo and therefore as invisible as possible, although 

it cannot escape existence. The two best hyper realistic paintings in all the history of painting 

still act very differently, independently from their topics, in regard to the choices made, such 

as the tendancy to apply brushstrokes in a certain direction or speed, etc. To some extends, a 

very delicate eye could even give fair hypotheses on topics such as the tools used, maybe the 

mood of the body (violent and thick for Hartung, smooth and cautious for Poussin...) and even 

if the artist was right or left handed. We can see then that there is an infinite palette of 

different way to manage the body presence in a painting and since it generates accessible 

information, it could be used as a tool to suggest meaning according to the context or the 

needs of the artist. Eventually the way the body appears in a painting says something about its 

existence in the world. The body of a dancer often doesn't behave with the same tendencies 

than the one of a philosopher. 

       Another aspect of painting that I find quite relevant to play on is the necessary conditions 

onto which a painting stands to be made. In other words, any painting is dependent on several 

conditions to be produced. These conditions can be used in many ways as meaningful 

elements. Among such conditions one could mention the materials that are used to produce 

the work. 

There are many kinds of materials that are used in most of the paintings we see. Without 

going into further details about all of them and their own characteristics, we can nevertheless 

quote oil and acrylic paintings, lacquers, canvas, paper, wood, turpentine and linseed oil, as 

well as different printing methods and their inks as some of the most commonly used 

materials or tools. According to the context, it can be relevant to use this one or that one 

among all possibilities to achieve a particular effect. As a matter of fact some of these 

materials need to travel long distances in order to be made, from the raw elements to the final 

one that the artist will be able to use. Some of these, still, are also known to be very polluting 

and bad for the environment. As an example, it would bring a rather peculiar twist in that 

regard if one would make a series of oil paintings using chemical pigments from all around 

the world and exhibit it in a context promoting climate change awareness...

       But in a broader perspective, I have been attached to an idea to engage with my art during 

the last years. This idea is the one of technological dependence. This particular point is 
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something that is very open to interpretations. However, some artists, such as the very well 

known ones from the Arte Povera movement, have been using a very low technological level 

as boundaries of making their art. In other words, they were producing an art that was not 

dependent on technology.

       On the contrary, a fair number of contemporary artists are reaching very high levels of 

technological dependence. My intention here is not to produce any sort of moral judgement 

by the means of this very idea. Instead, I am rather surprised and questioning myself about the 

widespread silence on this topic when it comes to the artists (students and professional) that 

happen to be producing a very technologically dependent art. The reason for this relative 

silence might lay in the fact that art is a practice that, throughout history, has always used 

technology. Indeed, one of the first commandments of the artist is the necessity to be new and 

create new works all the time. If we look at the last 200 years of art history (and the way art 

history was/is written or forged) we can roughly see a succession of new artists that are 

always questioning formally and conceptually the previous ones, not to say destructing them 

and building something else, new, on the ruins of their predecessors. Obviously, these 

constant mutations seeking new ways to make art feeds off technological innovations, in order 

to create new forms of work.

       Yet and especially in the context of climate change, crises and collapse, technological 

dependance is a question that seems relevant to raise, would it be for theoretical/ethical 

concerns or as something to play on in the context of an exhibition.

       Since then I have been working on several projects in this vein, using more and more 

narrative aspects around paintings. One among those is the project Mutations (Figure9). 

      For this project I am engaging with painting as a phenomenon. I am no longer involved 

with the traditional conditions of painting as a journey that comes to an end ; the end being 

the final result. Instead I am presenting 16 works that stand as a whole. I gave myself a strict 

protocol which consisted of making one composition out of several parts. When the first 

composition is over I scann it with overexposed. When the copy is done, a pale version of the 

first painting appears. Some parts of it, the most subtle contrasts and light traces have 

vanished. 

On top of this blurry version I made a new painting. However, this new composition is made 

using the features of the previous painting that were left after the copy process. I repeated this 



until I had 16 of them. Painting is engaged as a phenomenon, and each 16 part as a petrified 

version of this potentially infinite flux. “Mutations” gives 16 different moments within the 

whole process of painting. The 16 works that compose the whole are as different yet related to 

each other as mutating cells are.

There is of course much more to come and I am very enthusiastic about it, finding some more 

solutions to the following problem : how can non-consensual paintings be used as elements of 

a storytelling. How can they both benefit from each other.

Since storytelling, as it is for Gestalt theory with Figure 4,is all about the lightning given by 

the context to elements that are brought into it, the possibilities are enormous when it comes 

to which pieces to bring in such a context. Indeed, it is virtually possible to give/see any 

meaning to/in any piece, “To see a world in a grain of sand and heaven in a wild flower hold 

infinity in the palm of your hand and eternity in an hour”9.

9 William Blake, The Pickering Manuscript:Auguries of Innocence, ca. 1807.
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Located in the blury inbetween of the traditional opposition between figuration and 

abstraction, non-consensual painting seems to offer a wide variety of directions to be 

explored. These directions could potentially use any of the features that the history of painting 

offers. “ I don't really like to think of the terms abstract or even representational - they don't 

seem to be very usefull when trying to describe a lot of art. For me some of the best things 

often have an abundance of both qualities and because of this could only be art”10 said Peter 

Doig.

       Besides, using non-consensual paintings within the frame of storytelling opens the 

possibilities even wider. Used as such, non-consensual paintings could even be displayed as 

characters in a theater play, which scene would be the exhibition space. This approach gives a 

second life to painting features that lost their interest over the last decades, since a theater 

character can become outdated in the way it is presented but probably not for what it is. 

Therefore, it is more about the structure of an exhibition that the actual pieces that it contains.

10  Tomma Abts and Peter Doig, “Peter Doig / Tomma Abts”, Wrong Times, The Wrong Gallery, (2004): 3.
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Images

 Figure 1: Lepus Timidus wearing its summer coat11

Figure 2: Lepus Timidus wearing its winter coat12

11 Andrew Easton, Untitled, 2013, http://speciesofuk.blogspot.is/2013/03/week-9-mountain-hare-lepus-
timidus.html.

12 John Fielding, Untitled, 2013, http://speciesofuk.blogspot.is/2013/03/week-9-mountain-hare-lepus-
timidus.html
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Figure 3: Camouflages of the world according to territory features13

Figure 4: Points of an imaginary cube14

13 Blodje, Camouflage of the world, 2014, 
https://www.reddit.com/r/MapPorn/comments/2exc5i/camouflages_of_the_world_7000x3939_xpost_rmilitar
y/

14 Unknown author, Point of an imaginary cube, 23rd  december, 2018, http://glossaire.infowebmaster.fr/gestalt/



Figure 5: Alex Fretin, Untitled, 2017. Mixed media on canvas, 30/30cm.15

Figure 6: Alex Fretin, I am in the future, 2017. Mixed media on canvas, 100/120cm.16

15 Alex Fretin, Untitled, 2017, https://www.alexfretin.com/
16 Alex Fretin, I am in the future, 2017, https://www.alexfretin.com/
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Figure 7: Hans Hartung, T1962 – H24, 1962. Vinylique on canvas, 100/162cm.17

Figure 8 : Nicolas Poussin, Paysage par temps calme, 1651. Oil on canvas, 99/132cm.18

17 Hans Hartung, T1962 – H24, 1962, Galerie Fischer Lucerne.
18 Nicolas Poussin, Paysage par temps calme, 1651, Getty center California.



Figure 9: Alex Fretin, Mutations, 2017. Mixed media and digital printing on paper,

120/160 cm.19

19 Alex Fretin, Mutations, 2017, https://www.alexfretin.com/
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