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A retrospective of the works of Gilles Aillaud was presented at the musée
des Beaux-Arts de Rennes between  January and  May . The
exhibition brought together a great number of drawings, paintings and
lithographs executed by the artist between  and , but also
included works he had produced in his capacity as a theatre decorator,
playwright and poet. In the catalogue, Anne Dary explained that the
stimulus for the exhibition was the presence in the museum’s collections
of the canvas titled La Fosse (ill. ). Like the great majority of Gilles
Aillaud’s works from the s and ’s, the image is of the interior of
a zoo – not of a cage in this case, but an enclosed space suggestive of a
prison courtyard.

In the upper part of the painting, the eye is first struck by the three
ochre-coloured walls, with their armoured doors, tree trunk and mesh net-
ting. In the lower half, the black taches give the orangey-brown ground
the appearance of an abstract painting but the presence of two platforms
reveals that they are in fact stains that have run down the face of a wall.
In the middle of the yard we notice a lioness or young male lion, initially
not apparent among the false rocks. The sleeping animal becomes the
centre of the painting. The absence of movement, the warmth of the
tones and the light seem conducive to its siesta. Visualizing it awaken,
bound from one rock to another, and climb the tree, our imagination halts
before the pit and considers the undergrowth at the top of the scene.
This, the other living principle in the image, green and black speckled with
blue, seems inaccessible at a distance of just a few metres. 

The phlegm and fire of Gilles Aillaud

Clément Layet
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“[Life] in animals is patent and obvious”

(Aristotle)





In , the year that he painted this canvas, Gilles Aillaud took part
in the creation of the “great spiral” in Havana, an immense wall paint-
ing created as a tribute to the Cuban revolution, to which Arroyo,
Recalcati, Rancillac, Adami, Bertholo, Lourdes Castro, Erró and Monory
among others also contributed. It was also the year in which he depicted
a female Vietnamese soldier directing an American soldier in La Bataille
du riz (ill. ). Gilles Aillaud’s political leanings were then Marxism-
Leninism-Maoism. For him, as for the members of the Salon de la Jeune
Peinture that he directed between  and , art was above all a
militant act: “the only dimension that interests us”, he wrote in June
, is “the one that relates art and history”. And, in , “our fun-
damental design” entails giving priority to “political criteria”. The ulti-
mate sense of artistic activity is determined by ideology: “On an
ideological plane, that is to say on our territory, we consider ourselves
to be at war”.

 Gilles Aillaud, La Fosse, , oil on canvas,  ×  cm, FNAC , on deposit
from the Centre national des arts plastiques at the musée des Beaux-Arts de Rennes 
© ADAGP, Paris; Cnap. Photo: Jean-Manuel Salingue – Musée des Beaux-Arts de Rennes.
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But what exactly is there that is political in a canvas like La Fosse?
What relation do Gilles Aillaud’s paintings of enclosed animals have with
history? With what tangible action can they be credited? The answer is
initially as unapparent as it seems evident in his rare, explicitly politi-
cised paintings like La Bataille du riz. In the s and ’s, critics did
not fail to quiz the painter on this subject, and the artist himself explained
it in numerous articles that he published over this period. However, it was
as though his answer fell on deaf ears. An interview given in , in
which he refers to points of view given by different commentators, con-
firms this difficulty rather than helping to overcome it:

—“Critics have often interpreted the recurring presence of animals in your
work. What’s your opinion about it?

 Gilles Aillaud, La Bataille du riz, , oil on canvas,  ×  cm, priv.
coll. © ADAGP, Paris, with the kind permission of the Galerie de France

(Paris) and the beneficiaries of Gilles Aillaud.
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— Yes, yes. There have been endless theories about their enclosure and
a whole load of nonsense based on the propensity to consider the ani-
mals a portrait of man. That’s not at all the case. It is man who has
put the animals on view in the zoo, to turn them into a spectacle. But
that has nothing to do with the human condition.
— Is your refusal of the metaphor real or are you afraid that it will come to attract
all the attention and that the painting will thus be ignored?
— Yes, but maybe that’s not the reason.
— Doesn’t the animal, which has been shut up by man, show us a mirror of
ourselves?
— Of course, there is a dialectical reason that is somewhat more com-
plicated.”

How are we to understand this “dialectical reason”? Gilles Aillaud declares
both that the animals that he shows in the zoos are shown as they really
live there, that they do not simply represent humanity and our suffering,
and that they nevertheless suggest other forms of oppression than the
one they are subjected to. The painter thus rejects the strictly metaphor-
ical interpretation but not especially in order that we focus on his paint-
ing. Through the medium of this painting, a human perspective and the
presence of an animal disavow one another and yet imply positivity. 

The recurrence of the questions addressed to Gilles Aillaud and the dif-
ficulty his answers had in being heard are revealing of the assumed pres-
ence of a political dimension. An outlook formed during the Cold War
was prone to create a dichotomy between works manifestly dependent
on ideology, like La Bataille du riz, and others independent of it, like La
Fosse. During the years that Marxist-Leninist doctrines were progres-
sively abandoned, up until the collapse of the Soviet bloc, the painting
of Gilles Aillaud was approached – in the monographs and exhibitions
devoted to his work – from a more phenomenological standpoint, focus-
ing on the conditions of appearance. During the s, a few articles
returned more explicitly to the subject of his political commitment, often
to reduce it to being the result of historical context or, more rarely, to
reveal its internal logic. Today, his paintings, drawings, poems, plays and
political articles are being shown as a complete body of work. Since
Gilles Aillaud’s production was based on an understanding of the conflict
that was not restricted simply to the class struggle, but already concerned
the relationship of mankind with all living things, it can once more be seen
as a political tool. 
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Salle verte

Every year since , the Salon de la Jeune Peinture has brought together
the great names in French and international painting, initially in gal-
leries, and from  in the musée d’Art moderne de la Ville de Paris.
The dispute that had set the upholders of abstraction against those of
figuration during the s was given new impetus by the shock of the
war and the ideological opposition between the great powers. A strain
was introduced between formal freedom and the description of a real-
ity that was not immediately visible on the one hand, and the faithful
description of everyday existence and the transformation of social real-
ity on the other. Until , the Parti communiste français, which was
very influential at the Salon, just as it was in the rest of society, relayed
the Zhdanovist doctrine of socialist realism. Following the death of
Stalin and the invasion of Hungary by Soviet tanks, the directives became
more flexible and the ruling body of the PCF opened up to other con-
ceptions of realism. The current that prevailed from that time at the
Salon de la Jeune Peinture was that of “poetic realism”, which placed
emphasis on rural scenes, landscapes, still lifes, joy and solicitude. The
most representative figures were, among others, Éliane Thiollier, who
chaired the Salon between  and , and the painters Paul Bardonne,
Hélène Girod de l’Ain, Albert Zavaro and Jacques Petit, who were reg-
ularly endorsed by the communist critic Georges Besson. But following
the escalation in contention during the Algerian war, the far-reaching
changes in mores that had been maturing since the start of the s, and
the arrival of new forms of art from the United States, the  Salon
marked a return to the political debate and a distancing from the
Communist party. A deep divide separated two groups of artists, which
focused respectively on perceptible experience and activism, but which
also reflected two generations. With regard to the subjects, the treat-
ment of the light and the importance given to the figure, the critic Jean-
Jacques Lévêque described the Salon as “torn between Bonnard and
Bacon”. The painter Eduardo Arroyo, a self-exile from Francoist Spain,
became a leading figure on the scene. The interview he gave to Jean-
Jacques Lévêque heralded the developments that would take place over
the decade that followed: 

“After fifteen years of non-participation in the spectacle of the world,
informal experiences and extreme narcissism, we are now entering a
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new phase – art that involves the spirit of art more than its vocabulary.
We intend to involve ourselves completely in reality. That is to say, to
indict, denounce, proclaim, and no longer evade taboo subjects like pol-
itics and sexuality”.

From the time of the following Salon, which opened in January , the
majority of artists embraced the new tendency. As Francis Parent and
Raymond Perrot recount in their Histoire of the Salon de la Jeune Peinture,
at the elective general meeting in March, “Zavaro, Thiollier, Canjura,
Girod de l’Ain, Petit… were voted off the committee and replaced by
Tisserand, Parré, Fleury, Aillaud, Recalcati, Biras and Buraglio, who,
with Arroyo, Cueco, Artozoul…, and soon joined by Troche, would
henceforth be able to impose a new line on the Jeune Peinture”.

Gilles Aillaud was elected president of the new committee. He also
directed the first Bulletin d’information, which appeared in June  after
the end of the exhibition. Its only page, which significantly opened with
the work “action”, was a manifesto (ill. ). The Bulletin wished to pub-
licise both the committee’s intentions and the association’s accounts.

The art critics in management posts would be replaced by painters.
Appraisal of works would no longer be based simply on formal and sty-
listic criteria but also political. And the Salon as a whole would be required
to follow a specific theme each year.

The publication of these directives was an answer to the misinterpre-
tations to which the Salon had been subjected. To put an end to the
hold exercised up until  by a “sensibility verging on sentimental-
ity”, the members of the jury had chosen to use only the colour green
in the paintings that they themselves would present at the Salon. To jus-
tify this decision, the catalogue combined seriousness with irony:

“This ‘tribute to green’ is not reverential. It covers the gamut of colours
from yellow to blue. Its quantity remains imprecise and its weight
unlimited. This tribute is an amiable slaughter; it is invested with criti-
cal insolence. It compares the different versions of the human nature
of green. Green is tranquillity, the cool valley or peace of mind. Green
is distraction and oblivion and escape. Positive seduction or traditional
drug? In fact, this picture room is a boxing ring and battlefield. Some
of the combatants have foliage in their blood and draw out like a beau-
tiful summer’s day; others are concealed: they advance covered with
bushes and furiously create the word: society. Nevertheless, at the
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 Bulletin d’information du Salon de la Jeune Peinture, June  © Bibliothèque Kandinsky,
MNAM/CCI, Centre Pompidou, cote RP .
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height of the combat, nobody, absolutely nobody forgot that green is
not the colour of blood.”

After the combat, the identity of the winners was no longer in doubt. The
exclusive use of green had the purpose of showing that pictorial quality
depends less on the skilful use of colour than on political awareness, but
a section of the public had interpreted it wrongly, considering the works
exhibited as examples of “anti-art” inspired by Dadaism.

To dispel this confusion, immediately after the Salon the Bulletin stated
its confidence in the future and the notion of art, and promised that the
following session would demonstrate “the most vivacious and youthful
elements in art today”. Rather than being “eclectic and liberal, like all the
other Salons”, it would be “objective and partisan”, meaning that it
would embrace the real world, and, with its Marxist motivation, that it
would be eager to transform that world and stimulate social progress.
Also, that it would invite “Chinese, Cuban, Algerian and Russian”
painters so as to break out of the narrow framework of “the West”.

The committee promised that the  Salon would reflect the “situa-
tion of art in the world” and contribute to the “historic disclosure of the
truth”. Gilles Aillaud had read Marx, Althusser, Giáp and Mao, but before
that Spinoza, Nietzsche and Heidegger. The insufficiently recognised
truth was the collection of power relations that decide the “future of the
world”. Not only the class struggle, but also the relationships that man
has more generally with things, animals and thought.

So that they would not be confused with the successors of Dadaism and
Surrealism, the members of the Salon de la Jeune Peinture were not con-
tent with simply publishing this statement. By taking part in the exhibi-
tion La Figuration narrative dans l’art contemporain organised in October
 by Gérald Gassiot-Talabot at the galerie Creuze, they caused a real
stir in the world of painting.

Vivre et laisser mourir

In this exhibition Gilles Aillaud signed his participation, with Eduardo
Arroyo and Antonio Recalcati, in the polyptych Vivre et laisser mourir ou
la Fin tragique de Marcel Duchamp and wrote the essay with the same title
that offered clues to its interpretation. In the narrative given by the
eight scenes in the polyptych, of which Antje Kramer-Mallordy has
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analysed the sequence and their many links with the work of Duchamp,

the father of the readymade is callously assassinated by the three painters.
In the last of the scenes, the depiction of his coffin being carried by
American Pop artists and French Nouveau Réalistes, and above all by
the fact that it is covered by the American flag, was interpreted in 
as the antagonism felt by artists based in Paris that the centre of the art
world had shifted to New York. The essay of October , however,
put forward completely different arguments. 

Following the takeover of power from the earlier generations within
the Salon de la Jeune Peinture in early , the polyptych threw down
a twin challenge against Duchamp and Nouveau Réalisme by the sub-
ject represented and the manner in which figuration was used. However,
these forceful moves were primarily politically motivated. The American
domination that they pilloried related to the image, values and principles
that America had spread throughout the Western world since . The
concern was to know, not which artistic tendency would rule the world
of art, but which conceptions of freedom, in general, and of the function
of the artist, in particular, needed to be defended and implemented.

The thinking of the three artists was already encapsulated by the fol-
lowing sentences written by Paul Nizan, which would serve as an epigraph
to the Bulletin issued in March : “Men denied all real satisfaction have
only to turn these inventions into imaginary worlds constructed by bour-
geois thought. The soap bubbles inflated by the thinkers of the past pop
at the first breath of wind that passes through the factories” (see ill. ).
The claiming for oneself of freedom of action, denied to most individu-
als on account of their living and working conditions, is a gesture that is
both illusory and violent. Unconditional freedom is only a metaphysical
postulate or perspective for action. To think of it as a reality, reserved to
just a few individuals, or possessed by humans in contrast with other liv-
ing things, is to contribute to the process of domination and destruction.
Marcel Duchamp was not made responsible for these mechanisms but, in
the field of art, he was positioned as the heir to the idealist tradition that
fashioned their components – as opposed to the assumption that he was
simply the agent of acts of artistic subversion around the time of World
War I and the precursor of trends that followed World War II.

By making a reference to James Bond in the first part of the title, the
polyptych questions the content of popular culture and the use that Pop
Art and Nouveau Réalisme made of it. The allusion was not simply
ironic because, in the collation with Duchamp, or rather with what was
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aimed at by the inclusion of his name, the interest was indeed life and
death. What was at stake were all the philosophical and artistic positions
that denied art’s vocation to remain turned towards the world, such as
Hegel’s argument that art is a thing of the past, Guy Debord’s thesis that
condemned art outright as spectacle, but primarily, and conversely, all pos-
tures that exalt art, as though the creative act were what is important
rather than the reality towards which the act strives. These different ways
to repudiate the sense of art tacitly share a premise: they are all haunted
by the “fear of death”. The real world is replaced by the fiction of a world
that is entirely humanised, intellectualised, artificialised and aestheticised.
This is essentially the reproach addressed to Marcel Duchamp: 

“Underlying this thought is an unformulated resentment: the world in
which we are dying is a state of chaos, in the face of which man is
alone and obliged, in order to live, to take everything on himself.
Confronted by this world, he endeavours to build up another, sheltered
from time, a human world, his ‘Work’.”

In retrospect, the reduction of Duchamp to his American consecration
may seem extreme and overly conditioned by the context of the Cold
War. Although they ignored what his work had also contributed to con-
sider the relations of art with the world, the three painters were not
contradicted by Duchamp himself in the interview that he gave to Pierre
Cabanne a year later:

“I understand nothing about politics and see that it is a really stupid and
unproductive activity. Whether it leads to communism, monarchism
or a democratic republic, it’s all the same to me”.

Gérald Gassiot-Talabot’s exhibition and the polyptych in particular sparked
acute protests in the press and art world. The successors of those who
had embraced scandal as a central element in their practice during the
s were caught on the hop in  when the avant-garde movements
themselves were the target of sacrilegious treatment. So as not to draw
more attention to the painters, Marcel Duchamp chose to play down
their intent: “Those people just want to advertise themselves, that’s all.
[…] It’s the infancy of the art of publicity”. Also depicted as one of the
coffin bearers, Pierre Restany warned against the ideological orientation
of the “rowdiest […] scoundrels”, who to his eyes were Aillaud, Arroyo
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and Recalcati. To him narrative figuration was a demonstration of “social
realism”, close to socialist realism. “When the painting was shown”,
wrote Gérald Gassiot-Talabot, “it caused an explosion of anger; people
had a fit when they saw it; they slashed the canvases; they insulted us, they
wrote unimaginable things in the visitors’ book. At that time in Paris
there were some ten spiritual, political or artistic groups that cooperated
on making protests, giving out leaflets and getting petitions signed.”

The Surrealists initially decided to publish an article in Combat but in
the end published only a handout called “Le ‘troisième degré’ de la pein-
ture”, which denounced the violence and artistic weakness of the polyp-
tych, claiming that, whereas third-degree humour might authorise the
depiction of a murder, it shouldn’t justify third-rate paintings of this kind.

Unlike Duchamp, the signatories of the leaflet – several of whom
would soon be considered representatives of Figuration narrative – recog-
nised that the polyptych was more than just a “stupid advertising trick”.

Its illegitimacy was political in nature: the three painters had struck a
blow at the “freedom of spirit” and the “emancipating” conception of
poetics to which Dadaism and Surrealism had opened a door. Given that
everyone has to maintain full freedom of conscience with respect to “dis-
tinguishing good from evil”, the dictatorial behaviour of the young
painters and their “resolutely ‘socialist-realist’ style” were enough to
incriminate them. Even so, Aillaud reoffended in two essays written on
the subject of the polyptych, Comment s’en débarrasser ou un an plus tard
() and Post-scriptum (). Inspired by Althusser’s analysis of cul-
ture as a system of oppression, his position would invariably remain that
art must never take freedom for granted but strive to bring it about.

Aillaud’s direction of the Salons of  and , his participation in
the Salón de Mayo that celebrated the anniversary of the Cuban revolu-
tion, and his production of paintings like La Fosse were all motivated by
the same emancipatory ambition. But his own canvases did not defend
any explicit cause. They do not have the ironic and polemical nature of
Vivre et laisser mourir. Continuing a secular tradition, they took a long,
hard look at reality. They presented elements in discord that were also in
conflict outside the paintings. Using a mode of representation that was
considered obsolete by being faithful to the forms and colours of the
world, they shunned the prevailing culture.

Although the members of the Salon de la Jeune Peinture had them-
selves strongly challenged mores and the institutions, they were initially
surprised at the extent of the rebellion of May , then immediately
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comforted. Their participation in the events was to make an essential
contribution to the impressing of the movement in the public space and
collective memory. 

Atelier populaire

At the école nationale supérieure des Beaux-Arts, the students con-
demned the “class-based character” of their school, its rift with the “rest
of the workers” and the “invisible prison” represented by the “privi-
leged status of the artist”. The hierarchical structure of the various ate-
liers, especially in the architecture section, was criticised for being archaic
and conformant. The leading members of the Jeune Peinture commit-
tee united with the students when they occupied the building. The

 The Atelier populaire 
at the école nationale
supérieure des Beaux-
Arts, Paris, May ,
anonymous photograph
taken from the book 
by Francis Parent and
Raymond Perrot, 
Le Salon de la Jeune
Peinture – Une histoire,
-, Montreuil,
Jeune Peinture, .
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“atelier bourgeois” was replaced by an “atelier populaire” that printed
thousands of fly-posters each day (ill. ). The work was organised as
follows:

“The fly-poster designs, created by a group following a political analy-
sis of the day’s events, or after discussions at factory gates, are pro-
posed democratically at the end of the day in a general assembly.
This is how a judgement is reached:
- is the political idea correct?
- does the poster communicate this idea well?
The designs that are accepted are then either silkscreened or litho-
graphed.”

Gilles Aillaud did not draw any of the posters himself but took part in the
debates, writing of the leaflets, printing of the screen prints, and sweep-
ing the atelier. Daniel Anselme’s newspaper, the Cahiers de mai, to which
Aillaud contributed, stated in its July  issue that between  May
and  June  fly-posters were designed and , printed at the
école des Beaux-Arts. The  students and painters were removed from
the school by force at am on  June.

Following the re-establishment of Gaullist power, the militants, work-
ers, artists and intellectuals who had taken part in the protest wondered
about the limits their action had come up against and how to instigate a
new phase. It was within this context that publication of the Bulletin du
Salon de la Jeune Peinture restarted, of which a single issue had appeared
in June . One of the many articles in the December  issue regret-
ted that the Atelier populaire had restricted itself to “accompanying the
struggle” and using “very simple means, like the posters”. The painters
should have placed the range of their artistic abilities at the service of the
revolution rather than produce just caricatures and slogans. Originally
planned for the  Salon, the “Salle rouge” was to become this means
of action.

Salle rouge

The Salon committee drew lessons from the comparative setback of the
Salle verte and the experience of the Atelier populaire. Presented in
January  at the Cité universitaire, then in the “Animation Recherche
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Confrontation” section at the musée d’Art moderne de la Ville de Paris,
the exhibition would later visit Sartrouville, Versailles, Belfort (in the
Alsthom factory), Pérouges (in the streets), Bourg-en-Bresse (on the road
in front of the Berliet factories), Lons-le-Saulnier (at the Maison des
Jeunes et de la Culture), Besançon, Saint-Brieuc, Bologne, and perhaps
others (ill. ).

This time the theme imposed was no longer an ironic formal pre-
scription but a political injunction: the works all had to show support
for the people of Vietnam, who were then at war. The artists were not
content to militate simply for peace or just espouse a cause with which
they identified: they wanted to have some bearing on the international
conflict between the great powers, as it was being played out in both
Vietnam and France:

“The oppression brought to bear by American imperialism, which the
Vietnamese people have confounded by holding it in check, is the
same power that is being exercised in a comparatively masked manner
here and now in our bourgeois society.”

Gilles Aillaud chose to exhibit La Bataille du riz (ill. ), which he had
painted in . Although the painting was given its justification by the
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 The Salle rouge, in front of the Berliet factory in Bourg-en-Bresse, , anonymous
photograph taken from the book by Francis Parent and Raymond Perrot, Le Salon de 
la Jeune Peinture – Une histoire, -, Montreuil, Jeune Peinture, .
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world situation and the history then taking place, it was not enough for
it to be politically legitimate for it also to be successful artistically. To be
“convincing”, a “painting must exist as a painting”. It must not subscribe
to an “adhesion” but to an “adherence”, in other words it must stick to
its cause and, in so doing, unite with it, rather than simply declaring that
it is supportive of it. It was with the capacity to actually stimulate this
adherence that the group discussions held in front of the paintings were
concerned. So as to rise above the status of slogans, Pierre Buraglio insisted
that an extract from a leaflet or an official line be associated with each paint-
ing. 

Gilles Aillaud’s work is based on a Vietnamese propaganda photo-
graph featuring a weave of contrasts: a small woman, a Vietcong foot-
soldier, whose rifle is trained on a huge man, a member of the US Air
Force. The jungle visible in the background of the photograph has been
replaced on the canvas by a rice paddy and farmers at work. The sentence
attached as a caption matches the image closely: “Il faut se battre pour
préserver la production et il faut produire pour assurer la victoire au combat” (‘We
must fight to safeguard our production and we must produce to ensure
victory in battle’; Pham Van Dong, Prime Minister of the Democratic
Republic of Vietnam). By altering the background, Gilles Aillaud gave
more substance to the subject matter, and created relationships on which
the eye can linger, between the pleats in the clothes, the edges of the
fields, hair, rice plants, necklines, poles, and the curvature of the backs,
with the latter being both different and similar depending on whether you
are a rice-farmer or a prisoner. These oppositions, links and interest make
us mindful of the actual experiences endured by the Vietnamese. The
thought comes to mind in which the terraces of the rice paddies rise
indefinitely, the peasants stand shoulder to shoulder and seem destined to
prevail over all American soldiers, however powerful they may be.

In spite of having had long preparation and its journey around France,
the exhibition was a relative failure. The fact that its Marxist-Leninist
discourse contradicted the views of the PCF, which it considered too
reformist, meant that all doors to the communist press and exhibition
spaces were closed to it. To break the critical silence, the Bulletin took
it upon itself to offer clarification and interpretation. It responded notably
to the accusation frequently levelled since  of having reinstated, if not
the forms, at least the concept of social realism, whereas the PCF itself had
ended up criticising it. The issue published in March  gathered
“Éléments d’étude sur le réalisme socialiste” for a series planned to con-
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tinue over several issues. In the same way that the canvases were collec-
tively created, the articles were also written by the group as a whole.
This anonymous series drafted by Michel Troche also sheds light on the
particular case of Gilles Aillaud (ill. ).

Socialism and realism

Whereas the formal nature of his practice harmonised with the return
to figuration that was occurring then even outside of the Marxist milieu,
the realism of Gilles Aillaud amounted to more than a generational or par-
tisan phenomenon. It was neither because he was a Marxist that he was

 Bulletin de la Jeune 
Peinture, no. , March 
© Bibliothèque Kandinsky,
MNAM/CCI, Centre
Pompidou, cote RP .
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a realist, nor conversely that he was a Marxist because he was a realist. His
figurative technique was the extension of a daily praxis of drawing that
he had practised since childhood, while his political convictions had their
roots in his reading at the age of . His realism fulfilled a more imme-
diate fondness for imitation, which he rendered anew on each occasion,
while his Marxism entailed collective reflection and analysis.

Gilles Aillaud nevertheless became aware of the political implications
of realism during his early years when he observed the way in which
some artists, such as Jean Hélion, evolved from abstraction to figuration
between the late s and the start of the s:

“For him [Hélion], as for the artists of his generation, art was the
socialist utopia of the future that he believed he was constructing with
his works of abstraction. It took catastrophes, Nazism and defeat to
make him understand that all that was just an idealist utopia and that
there was a need for a woman, a cigarette, a potato. His development
was logical and sound. This utopia, this construction in abstraction
and vagueness, was foiled by the harshness of reality.”

But Aillaud’s personal and political desire to capture the world objec-
tively should not in any way be confused with a dogmatic realism that
excluded any practice not strictly figurative. From a formal perspective,
his position was, on the contrary, fundamentally open to plurality. Its
intangible principles were liberty, equality and conflictuality. The fact
that equality had been betrayed in liberal states, by the abstract invoca-
tion of the equality of rights, is what chiefly fuelled his revolt. The fact
that freedom was flouted in countries dominated by the USSR explains
his adherence to Maoism during the years -. For the growing sec-
tion of the young – such as Marxist-Leninist workers, artists and intel-
lectuals – who were no longer able to identify with the position of the
PCF, Mao had become a leading political figure by calling for an upris-
ing against the Chinese Communist Party. Largely ignorant of the living
conditions in China, or prone to rationalise them ideologically, Western
militants believed they were being told the truth when they read prop-
aganda, which they helped to disseminate. In  Gilles Aillaud still
thought that, in contrast with Stalin, Mao respected the “development of
the individuality of each person” and freedom of creation. Taken literally,
the Chinese president’s aphorisms in the Little Red Book could in fact
support these ideas:
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“Politics: ‘Let a hundred flowers bloom and a hundred schools of
thought contend’ aims to stimulate development in art and scientific
progress, as well as the blooming of socialist culture in our country. In
the arts, different forms and styles are able to develop freely, and, in the
sciences, different schools of thought can freely compete with one
another. It would, in our opinion, be detrimental to the development
of art and science to resort to administrative measures to impose this
or that style or such-and-such a school and to forbid any other style or
school of thought. What is true and false in art and science is a ques-
tion that must be resolved by means of free discussion in artistic and
scientific circles, and through the practice of art and science and not
by using simplistic methods.”

For a communist artist, and a fortiori a figurative painter, turning to Mao
provided a degree of freedom compared with the dogmas of socialist
realism formalised by Zhdanov as from  and imposed in the coun-
tries of the Soviet empire. Although Gilles Aillaud did not take up any
position, notably with regard to Zhdanovism, the two articles published
in the issues of March and May  are congruent with his work. In these
the anonymous author (who is actually Michel Troche) essentially analy-
ses the history of the notion of socialist realism and stigmatises the usage
made of it by French critics during the s:

“Each time a painter chooses to do his work in accordance with a
political criterion, he is accused of succumbing to ‘socialist realism’;
unless, without accusing him openly but, using a more paternal method,
he is allowed to understand that he is actually in danger – that this
lack of refinement does not suit his temperament – that his viewpoint
is comprehensible but that, if he would kindly refrain from this infa-
mous aesthetic deed, he will continue to be considered a member of
the family.

It is not by chance that socialist realism has become this comforting
cream pie that is thrown at the head of all those who upset the formal
and ideological hegemony of the bourgeoisie; that convenient for-
mula which, instead of quickening the mind, exempts one from think-
ing; that sin that paralyses painters; that vague notion that allows those
on the right to snigger, the thoughtless to smile knowingly, and for-
mer combatants of ‘politically committed’ art to exorcise a long-stand-
ing feeling of guilt.
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As for art critics, highly specialised – there’s no need to dwell on that
–, socialist realism comes from a catalogue of words, along with ‘per-
ceptible eloquence, established personality, inner need, structure, tech-
nology, etc.’, from which they pick. It is an expression selected to
give advantage, instead of ‘academicism’ or ‘directed art’. And which,
furthermore, is seasoned by that ultimate spice: anti-communism.”

Rather than plumping either for or against “socialist realism”, Michel
Troche classified the biased usage that newspapers of both the right and
left made of the concept. The definition he offered goes back to the
Marxist-Leninist sources that unaided offer a positive appreciation of its
essence:

“It was Maxime Gorki who first used the expression socialist realism. The
notion was later codified and institutionalised, in particular by Zhdanov.
His definition was very simple: socialist realism is realist insofar as it
stands in opposition to bourgeois idealism. It is the true relations
between man and his natural and historic milieu that must generate a
just vision of the world, and not the imaginary and mystical relations
on which bourgeois writers and artists base their arbitrary reconstruc-
tion of reality; socialist realism is socialist to the degree that it resists an
unprincipled description of reality: it consists in taking the perspec-
tive of reality of those who transform it in a revolutionary sense, to
‘truthfully represent reality in its revolutionary becoming’ [note: Jean
Fréville, Préface aux textes choisis de Lénine sur la littérature et l’art].”

Leaving aside the historical developments that socialist realism experi-
enced in the USSR and Democratic Republics, such a conception appears
consistent, in terms of intentions, with the attack on Marcel Duchamp
made in . But these articles, which reveal in detail the situation in
Russia in the s and ’s, confirm that the members of the Salon de
la Jeune Peinture did not ignore the manner in which the notion had
actually been employed.

Generally speaking, they distrusted all aesthetic genres inasmuch as the
public and critics employ them, whether consciously or unconsciously,
so as not to see the reality that art demands we acknowledge. That is
why the members of the Salon de la Jeune Peinture stated in the Bulletin
of December : “We are not a new group, a new school of, let’s call
it ‘art engagé’ (politically committed art)”. Whereas “engagement”



OWNREALITY (), C. LAYET

could be said to be consistent with the intentions of the Salon’s members,
use of the term finally materialised around the Communist Party, so
much so that it was better to discard it than redefine it. 

From Gilles Aillaud’s standpoint, the important question was not to
know whether a work could be classified or not as “politically commit-
ted art” but if it displayed real responsibility. Inasmuch as it was neither
necessary nor sufficient to be figurative to be politically consistent, fig-
uration as such was not a criterion of evaluation. As from , Pierre
Buraglio made a decisive contribution to the return of abstraction to the
Salon de la Jeune Peinture after the exclusions of . This change in
spirit made it possible to embrace Claude Viallat and Vincent Bioulès, who
would later become members of Supports surfaces, and the group BMPT,
which presented its break with painting at the Salon of .

Conversely, the figurative painters were then politically far removed
from the Jeune Peinture group, like the Nouveaux Réalistes and those
artists that art criticism would soon refer to as hyperrealists. At the start
of the s, the fact that his work was often assimilated to this latter
tendency spurred Gilles Aillaud to differentiate himself explicitly. Even
if they had in common the attempt to translate the appearance of the
visible world faithfully and the use of photography in the preparation of
a painting, their stances were quite distinct and even antagonistic. Aillaud
used photographs as “sketches” or “aide-memoires”, while the hyperre-
alists worked on the “means of communication that is the photograph”.

He stressed this so that his work would not be confused with the type of
painting that “pulls off the remarkable feat of working on a level of the
tenuous, minuscule and imperceptible while being brutal, simplistic and
naïve”.

After May , the authors of the Bulletin de la Jeune Peinture worked sys-
tematically to spark a cultural revolution. Although they made use of
Maoist terms and arguments, they positioned themselves in relation to the
views held by the artists, critics and politicians on the French intellectual
scene, careful also to distinguish themselves from positions that, for one
reason or another, might have seemed close to theirs (such as those of Alain
Jouffroy, Jean Dubuffet, the review Tel Quel, etc.). To defy the prevail-
ing culture, the major difficulty was, however, that the press, public pol-
icy and educational institutions themselves claimed emancipation as a
value. The matter at hand was thus to agree on the words.
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The conceptual analysis of ideology

Among the contributors to the Bulletin, Gilles Aillaud concentrated espe-
cially on analysis of the pseudo-emancipatory ideas and theses that had
flourished since the post-war period. His primary target was the “auton-
omy of art”, as it was defined by historians and writers like Élie Faure
and André Malraux. According to these authors, modern artists no longer
aimed at representing the objects in the perceptible world or invisible
realities, rather they tended to liberate themselves from all subjects of rep-
resentation and to place value on the artistic act as such. This conception
of the work of art as an end in itself did not immediately entail a defence
of “art for art’s sake”. Considering culture as the only response man could
advance against fate, the only force able to confront death, Malraux did
not appoint it for aesthetes alone, on the contrary, he emphasized its rela-
tion with the human condition in general. An autodidact himself, he was
persuaded that the historic moment had arrived when the masses would
have access to the world’s masterpieces through museums and books.
From the time that Western art began to disengage itself from all exter-
nal models, the works of all mankind could be considered independent of
their political or ritual functions, and as part of a vast “imaginary museum”.
The paradigm of modern art became a historic and anthropological model.
As Minister of Cultural Affairs under General de Gaulle, André Malraux
based his political policy on his desire to make the “value of art” known
to the greatest number possible. Thus, for example, in a speech he made
in New York on  May , he declared that “culture” was the “free
world’s most powerful ally” to “lead humanity to a dream worthy of man
– because it is the heritage of the nobility of the world”.

For Gilles Aillaud, allusions of this kind to the “free world” were
immediately suspect. Regardless of the problem posed by knowing or
not whether they were sincere, such emancipatory promises were in any
case too ingenuous and too indifferent to actual living conditions not to
remain in the thrall of the ruling classes and state powers. Seeing culture
as an instrument for achieving individual freedom, overstepping social
barriers, and stimulating dialogue between different peoples, by giving it
an institutional context like those of museums or “maisons de la cul-
ture”, the current of thought to which André Malraux belonged dis-
claimed the very reality of art. When cut off from the world, reduced to
a heritage to be managed, made known and renewed, contrary to all
intent culture becomes an instrument of segregation and propaganda:
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“The essence of the work that culture performs is to enclose each
activity in a separate reality by making itself its own subject. It sepa-
rates, isolates, divides. It is very simply a matter of dividing in order to
reign. But to be truly effective, it must do so invisibly and painlessly.
That is why the concept of autonomy is essential. 

The advantage is immediately apparent: when the links between
one activity and the rest are cut, when they are detached, it looks as if
that activity has been freed. It is lulled to sleep with euphoria. At the
same time, those who wish to prod it awake find themselves cornered
in a contradiction: to liberate it they want to reattach it, they come to
restrain it once more even though they had found it so hard to detach
it and free it of its shackles. So much so that, in the end, anyone who
fights for freedom is inevitably seen as a delinquent. And that is when
culture becomes completely oppressive and implacable: there is no
excuse for a crime against freedom.”

Just as the perpetrators of the  polyptych had represented themselves
as murderers to thwart the illusion of Duchamp as a sort of liberator, and
to show that in fact it was itself a bearer of death, four years later Aillaud
published the mechanism that links the individualist conception of auton-
omy with the legitimation of oppression. It is precisely because freedom,
culture and creation are often the goals of progressiveness that the ide-
alised vision of them must be denounced:

“The universality of culture is a delusion, […] there are no grounds for
a ‘supratemporal’ reconciliation – that of ideas and art – to exist dis-
connected from the inequalities and conditionings in the material
world of work.”

Unlike Guy Debord, whose critical views were then somewhat similar,
Gilles Aillaud never claimed that artists’ works and thought had become
ineffective. Art is capable of being revolutionary provided it is linked
with a political analysis, that it does not delude itself about its own power,
that it maintains a link with the people, living things and objects as they
really are. The underlying precept of this link demands that we halt here
for a moment. Gilles Aillaud never supposed that the things art focuses
on might already be given, visible or known independently of art itself.
On the contrary, art is necessary because it contributes to their actuali-
sation:
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“Showing or displaying something does not mean that something is
represented. It means convoking the objective reality in which each
thing has a particular place and no other, a place that is not inter-
changeable but not necessarily determined, a place that needs to be
determined.”

Painting never refers purely to a situation that has already been seen.
Instead of relating to a presumedly accessible reality, it projects a reality
established by the analysis and attention applied to the very act of seeing
and thinking. The distinction is all the more difficult to discern in the case
of Gilles Aillaud, in which the figuration suggests it is used to give an
image of things. But once one looks beyond the image plane, the dis-
tinction becomes clearer. By dint of its own reality, the painting creates
links with the things that are not restricted simply to the most immedi-
ate links. It intensifies, multiplies and densifies these relationships.
Figuration and non-figuration are in no way differentiated on this plane,
in which the only interest is to know whether or not reality is produced.
However, the actualisation itself cannot be evaluated in objective terms:
it depends as much on the painting as on the historic moment and the sin-
gularity with which it is viewed. 

In spring , following the poor attendance and detraction of the Salle
rouge, the Salon committee decided that they had to take a yet harder
political line. Rather than consider the international situation, it was nec-
essary to focus on living conditions in France. The quest for greater con-
sistency between theory and practice inspired the committee members to
make far-reaching transformations. As a legacy of the bourgeois culture
of the th and th centuries, the term “Salon” to signify an exhibition
was jettisoned in favour of a title that alluded to its revolutionary nature:
Police et culture. The age limit, prize, panel and catalogue were all done away
with. No longer was the term “œuvre” used but “travail”. The paintings
were all to have the same dimensions ( ×  m). Anybody could exhibit
provided they could defend their premise. The show itself was downplayed
and greater importance placed on the preparatory meetings and the
Bulletin, which became the nub of the activities. Three of the seven issues
were published between March and June .

In issue no. , published in May , the committee stated it was
promoting “Marxist ideas”. Among its various battlegrounds, the front it
had been defending since December  was marked by growing hos-
tility to the Communist Party, resulting in several artists having to make
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a choice. The canvas that Gilles Aillaud presented in the exhibition Police
et culture in July  is representative of this development.

La Datcha

Executed with Eduardo Arroyo, Francis Biras, Lucio Fanti, Fabio Rieti
and Nicky Rieti, La Datcha attempts to “show how the bourgeoisie keeps
intellectuals dependent on them by indulging them, and how these intel-
lectuals accept these favours”. Like the polyptych of , the paint-
ing attacks tutelary figures: not the avant-garde artists accused of being
pseudo-revolutionaries but philosophers who actually inspired the youth-
ful protesters of May , beginning with Gilles Aillaud himself. The pain-
ting was accompanied by a new lampoonist handout and a small plaque
fixed on the frame: “Louis Althusser hésitant à entrer dans la datcha Tristes
Miels de Claude Lévi-Strauss où sont réunis Jacques Lacan, Michel Foucault et
Roland Barthes au moment où la radio annonce que les ouvriers et les étudiants
ont décidé d’abandonner joyeusement leur passé.”

Behind the plate glass window, the twilight combines the romantic
cliché of sunset with the symbol of decline. The “pensée sauvage” (wild
pansy) that illustrated Lévi-Strauss’s  book of the same name sits
beneath a bell-jar. The representations of Claude Lévi-Strauss and Michel
Foucault in armchairs reflect their institutional position. Jacques Lacan’s
obscureness appears foiled by the fact that he is seen clearly before the cur-
tain, beside the mask. Roland Barthes is seen as he enters the scene to join
the others, serving them coffee or vodka. However, the primary target
is Louis Althusser. For the moment he remains in the shadows, books –
undoubtedly by Marx – in hand. He stands a chance to be heard but
only provided he remains outside this “secondary and permanent residence
where, in a particularly refined setting, the bountifulness of munificent
nature encourages the creation of structures”.

By making a return to the philosophy of Marx in the first half of the
s, Louis Althusser had helped to preserve the legitimacy of the PCF
during the post-Stalin era. From , some of his pupils at the École nor-
male supérieure began nonetheless to move away from this standpoint and
take up a Maoist stance. In July , Jacques Rancière publicly described
Althusser’s position as “revisionist” (by which he meant disloyal to Marx
and a traitor to the revolutionary cause) by demonstrating the excessive
effectiveness he attributed to the theory, his abandonment of the concept
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of class struggle, his shift towards a neo-Durkheimian sociology, his denial
of the dominance implied in the teacher-pupil relationship, and his
exploitation of science to restore the authority challenged by the student
movement.

By presenting the disillusion aroused by the reaction of Structuralist
philosophers to May , like inviting Althusser to join the young and
the proletariat in their struggle, Gilles Aillaud militated to restore the
political function to Marx’s thought:

“In practice, Marx’s works remain first and foremost, and in spite of
efforts made, what Marx himself wanted them to be, a weapon in the
hands of the working class.”

He continued his analysis of the prevailing ideology by criticising in par-
ticular the way in which art is taught in schools. The position of the
artist is rendered harmless by the views that too easily bestow freedom and
power upon him. The groundwork for this neutralisation is laid by a
conception that reduces reality to visible appearances, to previously cut-
out elements that the artist can play with as he likes:

“What must a school teach an artist to prepare him for the role of a free
man?

His relationship with reality has to be ‘unrealized’ so as to enable him
to believe that everything must and can come from his mind. To do
that he must be inculcated with a certain idea of what reality is, and that
idea depends on a certain prior treatment of reality.

Because they are revealed in their appearance, all things will be
reduced through abstraction to what is purely visible in them, that is
to say their form. Reality will thus become material, a vocabulary, if
you will, or a repertoire of formal elements that only a creative mind
will be able to arrange. In short, the artist reconstructs the world like
a god. 

It is immediately understood that if he only has available to him
what he is able to draw out of himself, he stands little chance of threat-
ening the established order.”

Aillaud’s criticisms were not directed only at the capitalist system but,
more generally, at any intellectual bearing that remains purely external,
that turns in on itself, and which denies the very terms of reality, its pres-
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ence, production and implications. It was for this reason that the accu-
sation levelled at the heirs of Surrealism and the Structuralist philoso-
phers had also to be applied to the group directing the reviews Tel Quel
and Peinture Cahiers théoriques. Inasmuch as it places the self-enclosement
of the text and any signifier at the start of a poem or painting, the stand-
point of Philippe Sollers, Marcelin Pleynet, Louis Cane and Marc Devade
was diametrically opposed to that of Gilles Aillaud. The fact that they
made reference to Mao did nothing to bring them closer. As Daniel
Lindenberg wrote in an anonymous article in the Bulletin, the verbiage
of Tel Quel was no more than “the revival of stale, reactionary and mys-
tical ideas dressed up in ultra-modern ‘scientific’ garb, tending to prove
that artistic practice occurs in a different world from ‘vulgar’ social prac-
tice”.

The intransigence of the outlooks ended up dividing the members of
the Jeune Peinture. The tensions were not new but they were forcefully
heightened by the repression exerted by the police on the leftist move-
ments, the waning of revolutionary expectations, and the decision taken
by the Ville de Paris to no longer host the Salon at the musée d’Art mod-
erne but in the basement of the pavillon des Halles before it was demol-
ished. The artists found themselves splintered by a fracture similar to the
one in , between those for whom “we should only have written
presentations of the paintings”, and those for whom “we should only
have written leaflets”. The Bulletin ceased to appear after the publica-
tion of issue  in November . Gilles Aillaud had left Jeune Peinture
at the start of . With friends who were still attempting to reconcile
the two orientations, he created a new journal in . Pierre Buraglio
suggested it should be called Rebelote. 

Rebelote

In the four issues of Rebelote that appeared until February , Gilles
Aillaud endeavoured to get away from the dogmatism with which the
Salon de la Jeune Peinture had ended up while continuing to defend the
same line he had taken in earlier articles. In the editorial of the first issue
(ill. ), he once again criticised the “intense antisocial activity we see in
process pretty much everywhere in the so-called ‘sciences humaines’,
which fascinate artists, who are always keen on new ideas”. The offence
caused by the intellectuals remained the proliferation of their own dis-
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courses. Thanks to his education, Gilles Aillaud was better protected
against being fascinated. He undertook not to put forward general views
and essentially to discuss “professional” issues. The article that he wrote
for the first issue was thus devoted to the painting of theatre sets, which
would become one of his main activities for some thirty years. Even if it
was much less characterised by revolutionary pipe dreams, this shift
towards a truly collective art can be compared with the decision to work
in a factory taken by certain Maoists, of which Pierre Buraglio was one.
Like all works of art, theatre décor must not be reduced to an “image”
but become “like a thing”. In other words, the spectator should not be
kept in a “waking dream” but, on the contrary, should be “awoken”.

Gilles Aillaud’s published writings after the decade - do not
harbour either the tone or concepts typical of activism, but his evolution
in the direction of theatrical decors, poetry, playwriting and landscape
painting did not signify a lessening of interest in politics. Rather than
reflecting a presumed depoliticisation, his progression demonstrates the

 Rebelote, cover of issue no. ,
February  © Bibliothèque
Kandinsky, MNAM/CCI,
Centre Pompidou, cote P .
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adaptation that the political conscience was, and still is, obliged to make
following the waning of Marxist culture. Indeed, he engaged in another
form of communism on his reading of the pre-Socratic philosophers, to
whom he dedicated a play:

“The real ‘common’ is to be found in man’s relationship with the
divine. It is in their singular relationship with god that two men can
share something in common, not through what they have in com-
mon in their weaknesses.”

The common could still have a historic chance, but only if it is envisaged
in its strength. It has its roots in our relation with the Other. “Only the
Other is strong.” As a principle, the transcendence entailed in any form
of otherness takes the form of a god. Aillaud did not in any way with-
draw into religion or archaism. His views on the divine were condi-
tioned by Heraclitus’s unity of opposites and Spinoza’s discourse on
Nature. His observations drew only on relationships, conflictual attach-
ments, the living. The focus of his painting remained the revelation of the
non-artistic configuration of reality, concealed as it is in brutal, inhuman
light. 

In his last play, Le Masque de Robespierre (), Gilles Aillaud put a
great deal of himself into the character of the revolutionary leader, as he
battles with the “atheists” who only believe “in the imbecility of the
measuring device”. However, he expected no help from a spontaneity
of divine source:

“It’s all over for this God worshipped by imbecilic, sanctimonious
devotees. This saviour, who has never saved anyone, is the worst of
deceptions. Man has to change, but this is very possible; he only has
to understand that he is of the same stuff as his neighbour. The prob-
lem is not that of denying that life, as you were just saying, develops
full of contradictions, but of re-establishing equality between equals,
of freeing men born to be free.”

Equality and fraternity between individuals have their roots in the aware-
ness of individual solitude:

“That is the ceremony of the supreme Being: man is alone with him-
self, that is to say he is alone even in the presence of everybody else,
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because they’re all alike even if no individual resembles his neighbour.
They gather together, like those colonies of birds in the Arctic that
find their young among the stones without difficulty.”

All attachment with otherness has its roots in human solitude. At the other
end of the selfhood dimension lies the equal of the self – whether human,
divine, animal or object – which, though on one level is always ‘unequal’
on account of its otherness, is also radically similar in view of its relational
status. On this axis of egalitarianism where the finite exists, every being is
animal, “including the minerals”. Everything is a young lion blending in
among the rocks. If he makes this axis his horizon, the individual becomes
transformed and able to develop his own power. It is as an instrument of
a similar extension or transformation that art effects its political action.
Before “returning to oblivion”, its action, small as it may be, is to “have
revealed, in its splendour, a glimpse of what man might be”.

Translated from the French
by Timothy Stroud
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