Under big trees 
Patrice Deparpe

“I showed you the drawings I’ve been doing to learn how to do trees, didn’t I? It’s as though I’d never seen or drawn any before. I can see one from my window. I have to patiently work out how to create the mass of the tree, then the tree itself and the trunk, branches and leaves. I start with the branches that are arranged symmetrically in a single plane, then those that bend in front of the trunk… Don’t misunderstand me, I’m not copying the tree I see through my window. I’m trying to record all the different ways in which it affects me. It’s not about drawing the tree that I see: it’s an object in front of me that does something to my mind, not just as a tree but also in relation to all kinds of other feelings… I would not be expressing my emotions if I did an exact copy of it, or drew the leaves one by one, the way people do these days… But after I’ve identified with it, I want to create an object that resembles it: the sign of the tree that exists in my mind, not in other artists’ minds… For example, some painters learned to do leaves by drawing 33, 33, 33, as though counting for a doctor who’s listening to your chest… These are simply the leftovers from other people’s ways of expressing things… Others have invented signs of their own… Using theirs would be like using something that’s dead: it’s about what emotions they felt at the time, and other people’s emotional hand-me-downs have nothing to do with what I originally felt. Claude Lorrain and Poussin have their own ways of drawing the leaves of a tree, they’ve invented their own forms of expression. They do it so skilfully, it’s almost as though they did the leaves one at a time. To put it simply, they actually use maybe fifty leaves to represent two thousand, but the way they place their leaf signs makes us see two thousand in our minds… They had their own personal language, which has now become a learned language, I have to find signs that reflect the quality of what I’ve invented, new visual signs which in turn will become part of the common language if what I say about them is important to other people. An artist’s importance can be measured by the quantity of new signs that they introduce to the visual language.”1 These are the words of Henri Matisse (1869–1954) about his drawings of trees, cited by Louis Aragon, they are the perfect introduction to the works by Vincent Barré in the “Sous les grands arbres” exhibition at the Musée Départemental Matisse of Le Cateau-Cambrésis. 

Matisse shows how he has moved away from “simply” copying reality. By listening to and transcribing his emotions, he has created a uniquely distinctive body of work and escaped the looming shadow of the “great masters”.

Vincent Barré has followed the same process. He knows “his humanities”, has discovered Greek and Egyptian art and the major figures in painting and sculpture, and has developed his own personality through contact with them. As he puts it: “More than anything else, this is about encounters with works that made a big impression on me at a very early stage – those of Giacometti and, through him, Egyptian funerary art, Matisse, Miró. I’m returning to the things that shaped me in my work as a sculptor, draughtsman and architect, but also more widely as an artist.”2 Barré’s admiration for Matisse, his discovery of the “backs” series [ill. 1–4] in the museum in Matisse’s native town, the “Little thin torso”, and the sculpture of Alberto Giacometti (1901–1966) have all played a part in the realisation of this exhibition. Vincent Barré writes: “I was very taken with the robustness of Matisse’s sculpture, its bold impact, its strange way of being both frontal and spiral, figurative and architectural. The proximity of the “back”, and Giacometti’s walking figure, make this courtyard [of the museum] very challenging.”3 But Vincent Barré is also aware that taking refuge beneath the big trees can make you complacent: ”Nothing grows under big trees. If you’re an artist, of course you must be a big tree that makes its mark on the landscape. But if you put yourself in the shoes of a traveller, wonderful figures like Hölderlin, Robert Walser, Gustave Roud, Paul Celan, Thoreau, big trees can be a shelter for vagabond thinking, providing benevolent shade, inspiring timeless dreams. To me as an artist, the idea of the tabula rasa has always seemed incongruous, like being exposed to a violent bombardment. I’ve always followed in the footsteps of contemporary movements that aspired to create upheaval. I looked at the great icons of art history, the timeless figures of early Renaissance Italian art, archaic religious statues, and the pioneers of modernity, the body, and deconstruction… But my path has been relatively solitary, one of wonder and concentration. These great big trees I’m talking about, Matisse and Marcks, are not part of a strict tradition. They’re have the lushness, the quality of shade and the density I need if I’m to think and act clearly.”4
There is no question of Vincent Barré being seduced by the siren call of a contemporary pseudo-revolution. On the contrary, he has patiently sought out the lessons he can learn from the masters: Matisse in particular, but also Gerhard Marcks (1889–1981). For this reason, following the exhibition at the Musée Départemental Matisse, Vincent Barré will then be exhibiting at the museum in Bremen devoted to Marcks.

He is an architect by training, and remembers his initial forays into art. “When I decided to leave architecture in 1980, my first sculptures were little torsos cut out of thin strips of larch used to make wooden buckets in mountain areas. They were T- or Y-shaped, painted in faded blue, mounted on boxes that served as pedestals.”5 Matisse’s “Little thin torso” (1929, ill. 5) is a part of this process of creating “new visual signs”. So was the series of four “backs”, spanning the whole history of art, which Vincent Barré has studied with particular interest. “I spent a lot of time looking at and drawing backs – the backs of kouroi, of modern sculptures, of models standing in very straight poses. The first versions of Matisse’s backs, with the swaying humanity and movement of classical Greek statuary, were succeeded by the more stable, architectural version IV, in the form of a massive, slightly asymmetric double column. The wax back that I’m now finishing is dominated not by equilibrium but by the V shape, narrow waist, and wide shoulders of the kouroi and, by extension, Marcks’ Ver sacrum [ill. 6] sculpted in 1943 in memory of his son Herbert, who had died in the war. (I love the photograph of Marcks in Athens at the foot of a big kouros [ill. 7]).”6
In parallel with his sculptures, the sketchbooks in the exhibition help us to understand this process of development, experimentation, and questioning. As Matisse explains in the quotation at the beginning of this article, these are not just “simple” studies and copies, but attempts to express the ways in which his subjects affected him. He asks himself: “So where am I now? My work lies somewhere between the monumental power of an unyielding column and an erotic triangle of living flesh. Perhaps I am confronting my own ambivalence, the choice between architecture and the figure, strength and grace, worked material and life. The abstraction of drawing and the austerity of mass are my safeguard.”7 In an interview with Friedemann Malsch, he said: “I have a passion for the figure.”8 Likewise, Matisse commented: “What most interests me is not still life or landscape, but the figure.”9 

In the series of “ex-votos” on which Vincent Barré has been working for more than thirty years, he views the body “no longer integral and vertical, but fragmented, divided and exposed: torso, foot, stomach, genitals, hand, head… Like Osiris lying in pieces on the ground and being tirelessly reassembled by his sisters. Or like a prayer for a suffering limb or organ, to repair the tissue of the world.”10 In this respect Barré differs from Matisse, who considers sculpture primarily in terms of masses, volumes and lines with a direct relationship to the model. But his work has the same cathartic function. As Matisse puts it, throughout his life he has sought to bring his fellow humans “a little of the fresh beauty of the world.”11
Vincent Barré has reached the peak of artistic maturity. He has kept his distance and freed himself from The various series of works in this exhibition reveal which “trees” were born in his mind.12 We are grateful to him for this, and will leave the last word to him: “These bronzes, shown with work by two great masters of the figure, are symptomatic of a return to my artistic roots. My big, silent cast-iron columns and reclining forms are a response to an ever-present but hidden sensuality. In Cézanne, the body is a vertical phenomenon (think of the portrait of his son Paul in three-quarter-length trousers (much shorter, see the image), and the serving maid with a coffee pot at the Musée d’Orsay). Matisse is primarily about curves, arabesques and reclining figures – until the abrupt change, in the form of that last large back. This is the extensive landscape in which I wander.”13
…In the shadow of the big trees.
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