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‘The real has two faces: it is possible to look at the real as an immense abstraction.’

One of France’s leading contemporary artists, Bernard Moninot was born in 1949 in Fay, Commune de la Bresse, at the foot of the Jura Mountains. His parents were both artists. From 1967 to 1973 he studied at the Ecole des Beaux- Arts in Paris, where as an apprentice he learned the art of etching, a ‘precision art’ which ‘expresses the acuity of the gaze, of looking’. During this period he was also influenced by conceptual art, Marcel Duchamp and Man Ray, who he met in 1969. In the same year, Moninot made the first of a series of important journeys, participating in a scientific expedition to the volcanic Mount Etna in Sicily, where he first became aware of the plastic forces of light, mineral dust, ash and fire. The following year he had his first major exhibition, still working in a figurative or hyperrealist manner, and met the surrealist poet Louis Aragon, who used one of his paintings to illustrate the cover of his book Blanche ou l’Oubli.

In 1973 Moninot won the Prix Feneon for painting. He had begun working with Chinese ink on glass (vitrines) and had developed the idea of ‘metaphorical objects’, such as the series of Glasshouse (Serres) drawings from 1976. These instructions represented both an image of the visible and the invisible, a space which was both pictorial with interior dimensions, but at the same time a virtual, illusory space. In 1980 Moninot travelled once again to Italy, where he began to perfect his work with glass as a surface for drawing. Here he made his first scarifications on papers prepared with pigments taken from the volcanic Lipari Islands off the coast of Sicily. The following year he went to India to visit the great cosmological gardens of Delhi and Jaipur. Laid out in the 18th century, these gardens are gigantic astrological constructions where the shadows cast by the sun show the course of the stars and the passing of the hours. Fascinated by these shadow clocks, Moninot was inspired to make works over the next decade and a half, which explore the qualities and properties of light and shadow, and our perception of them.

By 1986 he had begun using graphite powder, reminiscent of the ‘dust works’ created by Duchamp and photographed by Man Ray, and has perfected the technique- picked up from watching masons at work- of stretching and ‘firing off’ a string coated with pigment to create an instantaneous line. This enable him to create mixed media works with paint, pigment, iron filings, silicon and cristopalyte on glass such as Constellations from 1991, and L’entrée du soleil dans la balance (The sun enters into the balance) from 1992. Also from this period come the works Lodi, Mathura, Fatehpur and others, which take their title from placed of astrological significance in Italy ad India, and which are constructed with enamel and piano cord at a distance from the wall in order to create what Moninot calls an ‘Ombre Portee’, a projected shadow, a shadow ‘carried’ by light.

In 1994 Moninot was made Professor at the Ecole des Beaux- Arts de Nantes. His most recent works, such as Belvedere, Horizon IV and V, and Micrographies, continue to make use of a variety of media to explore the properties of light, perception, and space. Horizon V is a transfer from glass of acrylic and ink into specially prepared paper where the measure and perception of space is represented by trajectories of volume and instruments of calibration. In the installation Studiolo, by contrast, different objects are placed on glass, their forms becoming projected shadows on the wall.

Although his technique seems far removed from that of painting, in Moninot’s phrase much of his work can still be regarded as ‘painting objects’.  ‘It’s a notion which I find important, which one finds in the work of Scwitters, Picasso… I think painting has to do with construction. Over and above the image, many painters have been preoccupied with the construction of the image, with the systems which serve to create representation, and which give an image of the world and at the same time reflect upon this operation itself.’ This model allows him to go beyond the dialogue between abstraction and figuration, and towards a figuration of the conceptual, the site of a reflection on the nature of the real and its representation.
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