Fabien Mérelle



Fabien Mérelle

AR - Mg




Works on paper

Nl




= e

e

-

T

LS 9 i TN

—-—
A
= ner o

2013

Ile, suite



il

Les yeux clos 2013 6



IS

Animal 2012 8



#

10

2013

Envol



&
5]
I

&

Chemin de Mérelle 2013 12






. \..\\v\m ; ».. <
- n' V1 $ LN 2y N %
AN 7 A\ BN \ y oo r ok N mV‘ Lirld
WeTAw. WS R L B m\ &L\
[Ny AN e % ; o WA Jw
/ LD, ..b/s P A N ARy : = R\

S L - “a

—_—
e

AT\

# s N X

16

2013

Téte de Mérelle



=

B

Planeur

2013

18




Principe Pio 2013 20



E

22

Papillon 2013



N
4

EHrE

Pere et mere 2013

24




= o

Vautours 2013 26






<<

II

30

Poulpe IT 2013



Elle 2013 32



Fabien Mérelle: In Suspense

EHLR - M& RIET P

Kaegan Sparks
F# - #7443



FABIEN MERELLE: IN SUSPENSE

Fabien Mérelle’s recent work espouses states of suspension.
Through dreamscape encounters between man, flora, and fauna, as
well as isolated portraits, Mérelle’s images return again and again
to the physical gestures of falling, lifting, and floating to articulate
the precarious emotional condition of first-time fatherhood. Elles
et moi, the title of his exhibition on view at Edouard Malingue
Gallery in Hong Kong, refers to the artist’s subjective reorientation
at the arrival of his newborn daughter, who together with his wife
establishes a new family structure. The ambiguous relation of
pronouns in Elles et moi also subtly evokes feelings of anxiety
(anxiété), fear (peur), and joy (joie) attendant on her birth as agents
in their own right—part of the feminine “they” (elles) with whom
the artist now lives and identifies.

At once autobiographical and allegorical, Mérelle’s ink and
watercolour drawings and sculptural works frame a series of
poignant encounters on a fluctuating gradient of realism to myth
(many of the episodes are archetypal: a digression into the forest, an
attack by a throng of birds, a lone man on an island, the fantasy of
flight). Though fraught interactions between human bodies, plants,
and animals have been predominant in Mérelle’s work for several
years, the concentrated, poignant compositions of this exhibition
set themselves apart from the artist’s earlier self-portraits, which
were characterised by more complex and colourful surrealistic
amalgams (such as Histoire Naturelle, 2011, in which the artist
renders his own naked body among an array of taxidermied
animals; Tentation, 2010, in which the artist’s body is pried and
beaten by a swarm of supernatural demonic creatures; or In Utero,
2009, in which the artist’s body distends into visceral, tumid
textures evocative of the sea).

The works of Elles et moi bracket subtle and tentative
postures that effect bodies in suspense—outlining a complex
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and contradictory emotional landscape through remembered
and imagined images. Mérelle’s fine technical precision and
monochrome palette cede the full impact of his images to their
content and composition, rather than drawing attention to their
style. Collected together, these isolated scenes and poses detail
a psychological space that relies on viewers’ identification and
subjective response; they are less narrative than suggestive of
particular moments of interpersonal and self-reflective relation.

To further investigate the psychological subtexts of these images,
I will peruse the exhibition’s works vis-a-vis three positional modes:
to fall, to lift, to float.

FALLING

To fall is to submit to uncontrolled flux, to situational turbulence.

Planeur (2013) portrays an adult man, casually dressed,
hovering in a suspiciously graceful nosedive. The man’s prone
body projects from the page and gazes at the void beneath him with
an expression of bemused anticipation. His line of sight evaporates
into the flatness of the paper. Is this curious countenance our only
key to the figure’s orientation, removed from the threat of sudden
ground? Positioned alone on the page, his direction and status are
inscrutable—after some consideration, he could as well be standing
and reaching, wading or sliding, or held aloft by some invisible
scaffolding by the punctures on either elbow’s sleeve. Like Robert
Longo’s bodies contorted in reflexive poses, Planeur registers
some undetectable force or framework beyond its margins—
some ether or brace, some destination. By withholding context,
Mérelle charges the figure with a relational ambiguity. What is a
fall without something to fall toward, something to break it?
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LIFTING
Counterforce to the fall, another may bear the body’s weight.

Meérelle performs in Animal (2012) the feline maternal scruff-
lifting of his daughter’s body, pulling her away from the ground
with strained neck and trembling fingers, sustaining her thrilling
new vantage and framing her experience of the air. His body is
clenched and nervous; hers giddy and vertiginous. To hold: a gift
of support, of simulation. Envol (2013) inverts the position of play;
Meérelle is turned away and cast down, seized by talons, strung up
and preyed. Wings’ scalloped arches flexed in deft hoist, captor’s
gaze transfixed opposite his plunder. The posture of lift: chevrons
cascade and invert from wings to straps to elbows to legs dangling
loose. Both hawk and hunted acquiesce to this implausible feat;
there is deference more than animus in their encounter, as if both
have submitted to a synchronised upward fall. Téte de Mérelle
(2013) zooms out, situating the avian abduction just above the
upper platform of a haphazard wooden tower in the forest. As the
artist’s body hangs in the coarse texture of the paper’s expanse, his
status as captive or rescued is further obscured. To lift—to elate,
to steal. To yield to upward pressure.

In the dense wooded setting of Chemin de Mérelle (2013),
the artist again portrays himself with his young daughter, now
astride his shoulders, facing away and receding into a forest.
Again there is no direct eye contact between the figures. Mérelle
casts his head low, functioning as a platform for his child’s
unfamiliar frame of reference, as the pair depart down the sinuous
fabled path, pregnant with peril and spectacle. In all of the artist’s
self-renderings his clothing is the same—a white undershirt with
cuffed striped trousers, likely sleepwear—suggesting that his
metaphoric tableaux emerge from dreams.
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The stock nightmare imagery of birds of prey and snaring trees
are recurring motifs in Mérelle’s work. In Les oiseaux (2012) the
artist depicts himself running against a rushing flock of ravens
across several panels; in Dindon (2011) he hangs limp from the
beak of a revoltingly large turkey covered in blistery caruncles. The
drawing Métamorphose (2011), as well as Avant (2012), capture
the artist’s body morphing into a tree: a moment of struggle as
the face is immobilised in bark and writhing arms calcify into
branches; a truncated torso hunched and peering downward at
the slender trunk that has replaced its legs. In Trongonné (2011),
the horizontal trunk has been chopped like a long vegetable as
Meérelle’s upper body lies prone and lifeless, demonstrating the
terror waiting unrealised behind many of the other images.

This latent aggression breaks the surface in Vautours (2013),
a more recent work on view which combines imagery from Avant
and the bird drawings, staging the artist-tree hybrid rooted to
the ground, surrounded by a swarm of vultures. In the wild a
gathering of vultures foreshadows the imminent death of an injured
or otherwise incapacitated creature. The figure’s human upper
body flails in distress as several vultures join their counterparts on
the ground in an attack by flight, swooping menacingly and biting
into the figure’s arm. Unlike many of Mérelle’s other drawings
(including Tentation, 2010, where the mien of the besieged
figure remains composed and removed from his assailants),
the antagonism of this violent scene is unequivocal and acute.
The encounter’s discord issues from Mérelle’s paralysis; in a
counter-phobia Envol’s kidnapping by air, here the very trunk
that extended the artist’s body skyward binds him to the ground
and thwarts his escape.

Pentateuque (2013), a life-sized sculpture of resin and fiberglass
installed outdoors for the public in Hong Kong’s Statue Square,

39



FABIEN MERELLE: IN SUSPENSE

is perhaps the most dramatic point in the exhibition, bringing
viewers to confront the balance and strain of Mérelle’s drawings
in stunning corporeal force. Deriving from an earlier drawing
and maquette of the same name, the work marks Mérelle’s
recent interest in creating sculptures from his two-dimensional
compositions, which he renders in a comparatively realist manner.
The lift of Pentateuque too, is the most literal and forceful of
all his applications of this gesture. The statue models the artist’s
body hunched in the fluent athletic stance of a gymnast or diver,
arms splayed behind and above his head. The figure is graceful
but far from aloof, staring straight ahead, face full of air in
concentrated effort. The allegory of Pentateuque is patent in its
title—representing the tenets and mores contained in the Torah
(also the first five books of the Bible), the foundation of much
of Western culture, the elephant lays his load on an individual,
demanding his cooperation and support. Pentateuque reverses
the incongruity of Envol—instead of an airbourne arrest by an
improbable captor, here the artist’s feebler body supports the
elephant’s mass from below, imprisoned by the effort of sustaining
its weight, his perspective steady but low to the ground.

FLOATING

In a free float, surface and setting remove themselves; the body lingers
still and adrift, at once lighter and more solid than its surrounds.

In Elle (2013) Mérelle depicts the body of his wife, hovering on
her back in the death-float of Ophelia, invisibly buoyed up toward
the viewer. A quiet equilibrium: there is no active exchange, no
agent and patient, no actor and acted-upon. It is not only the angle
but her bearing, hands gently curved in, limbs limp, that indicate
her suspension in a medium. The artist explains: “It’s strange, at
times I have the sensation of doing a job...similar to those people

40

FABIEN MERELLE: IN SUSPENSE

who render deceased bodies presentable for the final look their
close ones will cast upon them. I am sure that they have at heart,
just like me, breathing life into them, breaking the pathos in its
course...” The body is considered and arranged, lifted in its fall.

Peére et mere and Principe Pio (both 2013) extract standing
and walking figures from their grounds. Their supports removed,
the figures find traction on the paper’s grain. In the former, two
small bodies, father and mother, recede to a would-be vanishing
point near the centre of the page, perhaps marking for Mérelle the
generational shift taking place within his own family. In the latter
drawing, a lone man studies a vista just beyond the paper’s edge.
The artist describes taking notice of an exceptionally well-groomed
man among the mass of travellers at Principe Pio train station in
Madrid, and fixating on his one physical deviation—unusually
short legs, giving him “an anatomy worthy of a Velazquez dwarf.”
Suspended in an empty field, the body is wrested from its situational
matrix; the self-possessed concern his face registers is amplified.
He is very likely waiting. The figure’s anticipatory stance resounds
in the emptiness of the page, his orientation unresolved.

Ile, suite (2013) is Mérelle’s only passive self-portrait in Elles
et moi. A transcription of his drawing [le of 2012, [le, suite situates
the artist standing solitary on a snow-covered islet, peering with
sunken shoulders over the threshold between land and sea, where
a group of standing birds has congregated. As in Elle, the page
provides the only support for a floating body—here, the mass
of land supporting Mérelle—leaving the material the empty
space represents (water? ice?) indeterminate and diffuse. The
most introspective of his drawings in this exhibition, Ile, suite
encapsulates in one posture the unsettled and faltering tenor of
the other drawings; like with the stranger of Principe Pio, here the
focal point of the figure’s gaze is distant and undisclosed.
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In his book A Lover’s Discourse, Roland Barthes marks the
uncertain and self-conscious position of the lover in relation to
the other, who is the object of both disquiet and intense love,
apprehension and tenderness, through textual “figures”—designed
according to the “gymnastic or choreographic acceptation” of the
word, as a compositional feature analogous to “the body’s gesture
caught in action and not contemplated in repose.” Even in stasis,
the gestures of Fabien Mérelle’s figures resound with expectancy.

Of “s’abimer/to be engulfed,” Barthes writes:

“This is how it happens sometimes, misery or joy engulfs me,
without any particular tumult ensuing: nor any pathos: I am
dissolved, not dismembered; I fall, I flow, I melt. Such thoughts—
grazed, touched, tested (the way you test the water with your
foot)—can recur. Nothing solemn about them. This is exactly

what gentleness is.”

WORK CITED
Roland Barthes. A Lover’s Discourse: Fragments.
Trans. Richard Howard. New York: Hill and Wang, 1992. 3-4, 10.
Quotations from Fabien Mérelle were taken from email

correspondence with the artist.
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APERTURE INTO THE WORLD — ON FABIEN MERELLE

At the Beaux-Arts Academy he did not have space in the studio.
Working in the living room of a small two-bedroom place in
Gentilly, the young artist drew at night, not having a need to go
out and do chores. He stayed in pyjamas. The first drawing in a
long series of striped-trouser drawings was his character surfing on
the ironing board right next to the drawing table. Since then, he felt
that it fit the dream-like dimension of his work. The recurrent of
the artist himself in striped nightwear has since become a signature
of his work: it was Fabien Mérelle.

Bornin 1981 in Fontenay-aux-Roses, Fabien Mérelle graduated
from the Beaux-Arts Academy of Fine Arts in Paris in 2006, having
spent a five months exchange at the Xi’an Academy of Fine Arts.
The need to physically project himself into his work came at the
same time as he believed that one should be absolutely loyal to the
panorama under one’s eyes. Mérelle’s insistence on anatomical
precision is an outcome of both an art historical tradition and his
academic training. A fan of pencil, a little while before arriving
at the Beaux-Arts Academy, he started using rotring, German
technical pens. The monotony of the line with these improved pens
led to Mérelle choosing a plume to enrich his graphic vocabulary.
And there it was, one year before leaving to China in 20035, that the
artist experienced his first encounter with Chinese ink.

THE CHINA SOJOURNER
The choice of China was simply made. Xi’an was, as he was told,
the historical heart of the country, so it was from this source that
Meérelle wished to drink. And then, there was the unknown, and
that attraction that was exerted upon him. When he arrived to
Xi’an, Mérelle was immediately invited to abandon the plume in
favour of the Chinese brush, and he has discovered an array of
possibilities since. Being the first Western visiting student at the
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Xi’an Academy of Fine Arts, instead of entering the sculpture or oil
painting department, Mérelle was supervised by Chen Guoyong,
a professor in traditional Chinese landscape painting. Chen showed
the young visitor that with a brush that was adequately charged,
a line could be thin at the start, thick in the middle, dark at first
and grey after. Ink became Mérelle’s principal motor: he sought
to perfect his technique and understanding of this material.

Every Monday, he would go to Professor Chen’s, and every
Monday, Chen painted in front of Mérelle different landscapes.
“What could be better than to see a painting being made and to
learn from it?” Mérelle recalls. At the Beaux-Arts Academy in
Paris, students never saw a single professor show them on canvas
what he was capable of, and very rarely would he talk to students
about what he did.

The rest of the week, Mérelle was brought to the “office of copy-
making” where he was very well surrounded by master, gigantic
paintings that behind their glass windows helped sharpen the
apprentice’s technique. When he copied the motif of the mountain,
it took him a while to understand the spontaneity of the brushwork
and how the strokes were formed. In such a short lapse of time, his
aim was not to pretend to do Chinese painting, but to capture the
spirit. The depth interested him more than the form. But ink, which
he had not quite observed, is the guarantor of Chinese traditions.

Very few fellow students tried to find their own paths. As Mérelle
observed in China, some of them did not want the black trail left on
the white paper to say something about themselves but rather to say
something about the previous centuries that forged this style that
they were reclaiming. They learnt for ten years how to reproduce
each leaf, each blade of grass, in a certain way. To launch oneself on
a path that does not belong to anyone but you while continuing to use

the codes of traditional Chinese painting is a matter of maturity.
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There are steps to respect in the practice of ink and deviances are
authorised only to those who have assimilated them.

Only a few retained and shared such pure pursuit in spirit;
Gu Xiang, known as James, was Mérelle’s best friend amongst
them. A drawing of a healthy-built young man in jeans, printed
T-shirt and sportswear faces towards the viewer, yet his face has
been replaced by an affixed slip of Chinese calligraphy on which
Gu Xiang’s name is written (perhaps by Gu himself); conversely,
the rest of the passers-by walk indifferently into the distance, away
from the viewer. The drawing keeps the truthful remembrance of
their encounter. They had the same panorama under their eyes,
they used it to represent the same technique, but Mérelle did not
have recourse to the same codes; he transgressed without wanting to.

In Mérelle’s view, Xi’an in 2005 was only the beginning of what
could be a contemporary practice of Chinese art. In that city there
was a pre-eminence of traditional painting. When he returned
to France though, the sojourner was attentive to this awakening.
Meérelle shared his studio with a young Chinese artist, Sun Xue,
at a close proximity to Paris. He feels that the Chinese artists
have all the cards in their hands to make magnificent things. As
in every country that’s mutating, the problems to overcome are
not amiss. If the artists become the echo of the changes of their
time though, without forgetting where they come from, we can
expect to discover over in China the next masters of our century.
With the expending global profile of his art, Mérelle has toured
and met several young promising Chinese artists exhibited around
the world; he believes that they could pull this international scene
to the top.

Meérelle feels close in form to a lot of the Chinese artists in a
very specific way: the manner of occupying space. In Chinese
landscape painting, the empty space should be regarded as part
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of the painted space; stressing empty space or the void is one of
the principles of Chinese painting, inspired by Daoist ideology.
A similar feature is seen in most drawings by Mérelle, in which
subjects are often left alone on an empty background, betraying the
tradition of Western oil painting and its aesthetics. For Mérelle, the
void is an integral part of the work, and like silences, it is usually
a conveyor of sense. As the artist notes, “I also believe that I
have inherited from traditional Chinese painting my taste for
lonely characters, lost in gigantic landscapes. Nature for me is not
a place where everything takes place but rather an actor in the
scene that Tam describing.” In his two recent landscape drawings,
Les pieds britlants (2011) and Mélancolie 2 (2011), the artist
not only employed the empty space for the background, but also
multiple view points, in the way traditional Chinese landscape
painters do. There is no need to imitate the mechanics of eyesight
and to grasp an object from only one viewpoint. Instead, the
traditional Chinese artists study the world from unobstructed
points of view, which is essentially different from the exacting,
scientific and realistic Western single perspective. This distinctive
feature allowed Chinese painters to release themselves from the
confines of human vision and permitted more autonomy and
self-determination to improvise using one’s own imagination.
Meérelle adapted these traits he found in the Eastern world and
implemented them into a mental landscape that is uniquely a vision

of his own.

FROM CHILDHOOD TO FATHERHOOD
Meérelle produces small and meticulously executed drawings where
his adult self battles with a perverted childhood universe. A little
while before leaving to Xi’an, he was looking to find again that
zest drawing gave him when he was a child.
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Fabien Mérelle’s father kept his childhood drawings. Seeing
them as more than a souvenir of time, the artist decided to initiate
a dialogue with the child that he once was by re-drawing on these
sheets their motley relics identically. They are drawings on thin
plain paper that appears slightly worn and wrinkled. In Gendarme
et Voleur (2004), drawn with colourful crayon on the left, is an
over-proportioned man in pale orange standing on a blue car with
green and yellow windows. Apparently, the tall smiling police-
man must have made a worthy impression on the child’s mind.
Contrasting the simplified impressionistic touch of the innocent,
the detailed, articulate execution on the right represents a grown-
up’s perception in black and white. Losing his delightful smile and
commanding feature, the police officer has turned into a beasty
creature crouching on a car, as if in pain and hunger. Beneath the
car there is a supressed figure, which submits a rather dark view on
law, order, and enforced correct behaviour. “Thad enclosed myself
in a practice that was far too serious; I wanted to represent things
with the utmost mastery possible without realising that a mastered
technique, if it does not serve a purpose, is empty of meaning,”
says Mérelle. These recollections and re-interpretations, witty,
ludicrous and satirical, blur the line between reality and insight,
and what childhood memory we have forged and where the layers
of our personality come from. From this followed a series, between
2005 and 2006, of his completed childhood drawings by this young
adult he had become. Fractions of childhood sometimes erupt, as
it’s the seed from which our personality is born. It’s the matrix
from which we take our courage and our fears. It is of his life as a
man that his work speaks, so are those produced when he became
a father.

One important part of Mérelle’s spirit is currently focused on
all the upheavals that fatherhood implies. As a minimised self in
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Aimant (2011), he hugs his pregnant wife’s abdomen, listening to
the beating heart of the new life inside. The fascination brought
by the baby’s existence and the emotions that it raises in the artist
have taken over Mérelle’s creative universe. Gently holding his
daughter’s neck with teeth like an animal would do in Animal
(2012), the tone is sweet, soft and full of affection and care, so
different from previous drawings exploring his own childhood and
path; Home (2012), for example, shows him handing over the child
to a pair of hands under the heavy piles of wood. Responding to the
experiences of parenthood, the artist portrays his wife restrained
by obligation and familial duties, struggling to come out.

Meérelle’s work tells those close to him of his love and affection;
like his father, who kept the old drawings for him, the recurrent
images of fatherhood offer photographs of humanity in that lapse
of time the artist was living and experiencing, awaiting to be flicked
through by loved ones later like an old album, a recollection of
bygones. That it be a reflection, a mirror on what was a life of
intellectual peregrination. That is for the inside. Such an intimate
account is rather compelling, since it is traversing and shared by
many, despite their origin, culture and social boundaries.

Apart from Mérelle’s attempt to rejoice, in his own way, the
scenes that he lives in at the moment, there is Nature that captivates
his thoughts and brush. What he expects from his work, other than
it gaining graphic qualities, is that it be a witness, an aperture into
a world of drawers. He feels that we, humans of the 21st century,
carry a last look on this beauty, made of leaves and thick grass.
Les oiseaux (2012) prevails such yearning through a portrait of the
artist himself, again in blue striped-trousers sauntering along the
flying birds. Expanding in four pieces of paper, like a Chinese or
Japanese screen painting, rows of birds are painted in sketchy ink
dots whilst the portrait of the artist remains detailed and precise,
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in comparison. As a reaction to this synthetic world that we live in,
Papillon dans latéte (2011) and Métamorphose (2011), reflect how
in Mérelle’s practice “my body in my drawings, and my sculptures,
become vegetal or animal. My work is populated by this kind of
metamorphoses or confrontations with this environment that
generations of humans before us have known but seems to me to
be eclipsing itself.”

Working nine to ten hours a day, between the same times,
Mérelle sees each drawing as an Everest and this routine helps him
desacralise the act. He listens to the radio, always the same station,
dressed sensibily in the same way. In all the places in the world
where he has been able to work, he has always invested them with
his own table and library in practically the same way. Having never
accepted commissions to start a project, Mérelle does not function
by theme; his life is the subject of inventive creation. The artist is
a witness. His or her role is to render palpable the complexity of
our world. It does not matter what dream-like register one chooses;
minimal or abstract, we are sponges that soak up and spit out, one
day in colour the other in blackness, the juice of this society to
which we belong. The only thing that influences Mérelle’s choice
of subject, matter, format or style, is the desire to create. The
theme must nourish him intellectually all along the conception of
the work; the desire to draw this or that thing must be stronger
than anything.

AUTHOR’S NOTE
My special thanks to Jennifer Caroline Ellis for her excellent
English/French translations of the interview material. All the
quotations are noted by Fabien Mérelle in the textual interview
dated 20th April, 2013.
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OF FEATHERS AND INK

This is our first chance to take a retrospective look at the drawings
of Fabien Mérelle. We would like to use this opportunity to try to
single out and clarify some of the sources driving his creativity,
chosen from among the most significant, to complement the
analyses put forward by other contributors to this monograph.

The authors involved have all written on the basis of a relatively
small number of drawings, since the artist is not prolific. He draws
with the patience of an engraver who is constantly seeking to achieve
perfection. His technique is by nature slow and this undoubtedly suits
the gradual development of his ideas, which are always surprising
in their boldness and their profusion.

In 2006, Fabien Mérelle exhibited his childhood drawings at
the annual graduation show of the Beaux-Arts Academy in Paris.
His father had kept Mérelle’s work scrupulously, without ever
thinking that his son would reinterpret them as an adult. To the
felt-tip works of his youth the artist had slyly added a narrative
series of drawings in black ink, which contain, in embryonic form,
the ingredients of his graphic works.

The trilogy of man, animals and plants lies at the heart of Fabien
Meérelle’s drawings, giving them their identity. This essential
trio is then subjected to the whims of its author, beset by many
metamorphoses. The artist himself, often the main protagonist of his
drawings and, more recently, of his sculptures, transforms himself
into living plants or wild beasts, according to the requirements of
his iconography. This endlessly loquacious narrative draws on the
daily life of the artist, who resorts to disguising himself in order
to tackle his inner torments on an equal footing.

The regular battle Mérelle has with his demons plagues him as
much as it inspires him (see p. 141). From the chaos of his thoughts
come the drawings that he describes as the “container of my fantasies.”
Those of the classical gods and heroes had already been compiled
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by Ovid in his Metamorphoses. Fabien Mérelle’s artistic work
borrows its epic register and fantastical inspiration from the Latin
poet, but his visions are dominated by a greater darkness. From the
Le Sac d’Orléans (2009) to Vautours (2013), the overriding themes
are struggle and resistance. This binary conflict is expressed in
the intricate draughtsmanship and incisive humour characteristic
of all Fabien Mérelle’s drawings, whether the artist represents
himself as a man, animal or plant. Appearances that are different

yet combined, like amalgamated states of mind.

LIKE A CAGED LION
In La Foule (2010) passive onlookers observe a wild-eyed man in
striped pyjamas shut up in a cage with lions. Mérelle is trying
to pull apart the bars of his cell to let out a cry of revolt that
drowns out the roars of the big cats sharing his imprisonment.
The drawing is not the translation of a nightmare, but the
metaphor of a hidden pain that bursts into the light of day. We can
imagine this yell as cathartic. However, its strength betrays the
difficulty the draughtsman has in making his message audible,
the content of which we would nevertheless like to hear. At this
point, [ will hazard an hypothesis prompted by my conversations
with the artist. Does Fabien Mérelle, grandson of Italian immi-
grants, perhaps carry within himself the torments of a forced exile
that the preceding generations have not eased? Resentment is
passed on, in the same way as the doleful remembrance of the
paradise lost of Val di Comino, on the borders of Lazio. The artist’s
DNA is formed from this painful sequence, but also from the
virtuous memory of his maternal grandmother, from whom he
claims to hold the essence of his cultural heritage and propensity
for imagination. Always looking for reference points and places of
identity, as children of immigrants are wont to do, Mérelle seeks

91



OF FEATHERS AND INK

to return to the nest, like a bird—his totemic animal—watching
over its offspring. This instinctive drive remains a reality.
A testament to this is the 2013 drawing Téte de Mérelle, in which
the artist is dropped by a bird of prey on top of a watchtower that
crowns the summit of the same name in the Vosges mountains.
This creates a new anchor point in the artist’s mental and emotional
cartography. For the nomadic draughtsman that is Fabien Mérelle,
“the geography of a place and that of its feelings is much the
same thing.”

NATURE IN TWO, THEN IN THREE DIMENSIONS

Nature, whether in mineral, vegetable or plant form, is a recurring
theme in Fabien Mérelle’s work. It is the protean subject of his
visual quests focused on rendering the animate and inanimate as
accurately as possible. Moreover, it enables him to describe all
the materials of the earthly world: crevices in rocks, the fibres of
wood, the gloss of hair, the wool of sheep and the wrinkled skin on
the neck of a turkey. Nothing escapes the surgical precision of his
pen or paintbrush. With the latter, he fills shapes with colour and
juxtaposes darkness and light, giving the subject its full volume. In
recent years he has paid particular attention to this work on contour
and form, to the point of making the leap into the third dimension.

His first silicon sculpture, Tron¢onné, was exhibited in Paris
in 2012. The composition from which it takes its inspiration,
which we will consider further on, was not intended as a preparatory
drawing for the sculpture. The sculpture is merely an extension of
it, unexpected at the time, but which he feels today to be a natural
progression from the original drawing.

The same is true of Pentateuque, a drawing from 2010, whose
conversion into sculpture, by a long and complex process, will
be seen by the Hong Kong public for the first time in conjunction
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with the publication of this monograph. What can we see in it?
An elephant, almost life-size, balancing on Fabien Mérelle’s fragile
back. The artist expects his monumental sculpture to “burst into
the public arena like an incongruous scene in a standard reality.”
The author is fond of dissonance. By sleight of hand, for which he
has a gift, he “peels back reality like a glove,” as he puts it himself.

These two hyperrealist works, Trongconné and Pentateuque,
which would not have displeased Ron Mueck, the father of silicon
sculpture and organic matter (fur, hair, wood, fabric), remain
intimately linked to the drawings that preceded them, even if at
this experimental stage of sculpture for Fabien Mérelle the medium
is likely to undergo some original developments in the future.

Something to watch out for.

METAMORPHOSES
In Mérelle’s work, these apply as much to the animal world as to the
plant world. This fertile duality is expressed in two particularly
eloquent drawings.

The first and oldest is entitled Poulpe I (2010). For the occasion,
the artist turned himself into a giant cephalopod. There is no doubt
as to the final result of the metamorphosis: the creature has slipped
into the artist’s familiar clothes. The monster is holding in its
tentacles a young woman, who has to be identified with the artist’s
partner, although her face is obscured by the bundle of her clothes.

The second drawing, Tronconné (2011), illustrates one of the
artist’s plant metamorphoses. Here, a tree trunk sawn into round
pieces has replaced the artist’s legs. The transformation has taken
place in two stages. The artist, after having climbed to the top of
the tree used as a look-out post (see p. 163), finds himself back on
the ground, as though the branch representing his legs had been
struck down by lightning (see p. 168). Mérelle’s sulky expression
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seems to express the discomfort and the ridiculous nature of this
plant metamorphosis.

As in the Fables of Jean de La Fontaine (1621-1695), in which
animals and plants take on the behaviour of humans, Fabien
Meérelle’s metamorphoses indicate through mockery the short-
comings of man. Mérelle, in Poulpe I1 (2013), is perhaps illustrating
the temptation of the husband to extend his male dominance over
his partner. However, it must not be forgotten that she still has her
hands free. In Tronconné, the fate of the artist, half-man, half-tree,
is sealed. Flying too close to the sun, he has fallen. A similar terrible
fate links him to La Fontaine’s frog who desperately wanted to
make himself as big as an ox. The moral of these metamorphoses
attacks the vanity of the earthly world. The drawing here acts as
a talisman that distances the artist from the base instincts and

weaknesses of everyday life.

FROM SHADOW TO LIGHT
Three drawings from 2010 create a strange variation on the theme
of caverns. Beyond their iconographic link, they stand out from the
other drawings through their page layout. Here, ink and colour
fill the whole sheet of paper, leaving no room for the void that
the artist usually uses to place his characters within the blank
space of the white paper. In the three caverns, the walls take up
the entire length of the page and the crevices in the rock, like
the window opening onto the Mediterranean landscape, serve as
subject and as a pretext for the exuberance of the lines that criss-
cross again and again to represent the shadow and the irregular
relief of the cave. In La Caverne partie 1, the iconography derives
from Rembrandt’s 1638 engraving, The Fall of Adam and Eve.
There is an elephant symbolising Temperance, the faltering virtue
of the first couple created by God. Within reach of the trunk,
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the artist, naked like Adam, is greedily biting into the forbidden
fruit. Then, expelled from the “mount of Venus,” whose pyramidal
silhouette fits inside that of the sexual orifice of the cave, he sets off
towards his destiny. In La Caverne partie 2, we see him struggling
to push his way through darkness hung with organic forms.
The effort involved foreshadows the decrepitude of the body (the
consequence of original sin), the final phase of which the artist
shows us in La Caverne partie 3. He speaks of it as “la petite mort,”
a phrase commonly used to refer to the orgasm. This has proved
fatal for the artist. His seated skeleton has remained a prisoner
of the uterine cave of the mountain, another possible reference
to Val di Comino, the artist’s paradise lost.

Death lurks in the drawings of Fabien Mérelle. It hovers there,
the better to celebrate life, a paradox represented in the carnivals
of Italy or Flanders. A burlesque crowd gathers each year to
eternally repeat the human comedy in which Mérelle often reserves
himself the primary role in his drawings. He portrays himself
as the principal actor, enabling him to observe the external world
surrounding him.

But who knows what is really going on inside Mérelle’s mind?
Certainly not the writer of this text, nor even the crab and the
butterfly which nevertheless cling onto his skull and feed off the
grey matter of his brain. The real substance is rather to be sought
from his friends and family. It is above all for them that he draws.
His works express his love and admiration for them. That much

I do know, because he told me so.
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