Bad Faith

1.
It is hard for me to write this text in these turbulent times of mobilisation. Opposing me are
the contradictions we face, Bastien, those we share: what do we want to uphold and defend
with art in this system that is so dysfunctional? What can we unsettle in this disorder?
If it isn’t strikes against retirement reform, it’s something else. We are always unsettled
when we have to write, paint, produce, often more than we are unsettling.

In your portfolio you say: “It is quite naturally that I attempt to alleviate my anxiety by
deciding to focus on the present.” I see this exhibition as a kind of pretext making it possible
to take a break.

Resting while, from time to time, creating an exhibition, a text, a programme.

Taking a break from subsistence work too: this exhibition will open at the end of a
succession of exhibition setup projects you will have carried out, which have been causing
you to miss the demonstrations where we are in the habit of meeting up.

Who can still go on strike in this time of widespread freelancing and subcontracting?

It is in celebration this break that I would like to write this text. Our respites, like this one,
are also chances to redistribute tasks and money. You have always done this work, enabling
a community to share a grant, a space, and a visibility.

That is the story of Palette Terre, a space you set up in your home with Elsa.

You tell the story that at the Beaux-Arts de Paris, you wanted to use the students’ kitty to
create an exhibition space in your studio, but no one went along with you. Then you moved
to the 11th arrondissement, where you had an extra room: it could have become a lounge,
but it became an exhibition space.
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As long as I have known them, Bastien and Elsa have hesitated to leave Paris. They are
Basque, and in a sense, not living in Basque country means being uprooted. But they played
the Paris game for years, to the point of exhaustion. They created an exhibition space in their
Hausmann-era apartment (Palette Terre), they integrated into the scene, they know the owners
of their neighbourhood cafés...

That period now comes to an end. Bastien and Elsa are leaving Paris to return to their
homeland. This exhibition by Bastien Cosson is part of that movement.

“I’m erasing that space which has been encumbering me for too long,” he writes to
explain why he is dumping all the photos on this phone to make a publication out of them.

Yet this exhibition is not a way of taking stock. For Bastien, it is an umpteenth image arran-
gement attempt. The self-retrospective practice is not noble: it is a practice that some guardians
of contemporary art would characterise as vulgar, and that some of its other representatives
would find narcissistic. With all due respect to these value judgements, Bastien has that very
idiosyncratic way of taking advantage of opportunities to exhibit and show a maximum, or
a representative selection, or one sample per period. In this sense, he is writing the history of
his own practice, at the same time as he is producing it. That is to say he conceives the showing
of his work through the prism of his own perspective, rather than through artificial imitation
of good exhibition practices. Bastien Cosson is not looking at himself doing paintings, he is
wondering what the fact of creating and exhibiting them corresponds to.



In this sense he defines himself socially as a painter above all. The social performativity of
his practice (as an artist and as co-founder of Palette Terre) is therefore a way of replaying
the tropes of the “art world”, such as the figures of the bohemian artist, the dowdy or trendy
gallery owner, the patriarchal curator, etc...

His own bad faith (in the sense of Sartre’s paradox: “the one to whom the lie is told
and the one who lies are one and the same person, which means that as the deceiver, I have
to know the truth hidden from me as the person deceived”—that is to say playing one’s own
social character) sometimes reveals just how snobbish and often ridiculous our elitist codes
are. This is not to say he does not believe in them: for example, I have always seen Bastien
very seriously believe in the Palette Terre’s commercial expansion possibilities. But the results
of these career experiences are less important than what they enable the people who participate
in them to be made to go through.

It is through this prism that I understand the importance of the bodies present in the repre-
sentation that Bastien has been building over the years out of the exhibitions he creates or
organises: the photos he preserves of them, online or in archives, are populated by people
(see the image results of a Google search for “Bastien Cosson”). Ultimately, these are place-
ments in situations rather than exhibitions. There is even a visitor counter on the homepage
of his website.

3.
“Life in close proximity can be uncomfortable, but you will learn solidarity with your fellow
corporateers. You will learn to share food and entertainment. By eating, sleeping and shitting
discursive activity, ideas will bounce off all your heads morning, noon and night. Get a pet
and take turns feeding it. Don’t have sex with each other. Above all else, don’t romanticize
communal life—dress for work every day, keep regular business hours, and learn proper
phone manners.”
Corporate Responsibility and the Swine We Are, Bernadette Corporation, 1997

From another less sociological point of view, Bastien Cosson’s practice, in all its components
(painting, organising exhibitions, selling works, writing press releases, climbing trucks as a
protester, soon opening a self-generated art centre...), is simply conceptual. It is thus in the
tradition of the (already-vanished) American scene of the 1990s and 2000s, that of what
could be called the “Non-Productive Attitude”, to which Reena Spaulings and Merlin
Carpenter—close friends of Bastien—belonged.

It is what they did that gave Bastien a real freedom, both cringey and amusing, which
Elsa Vettier, speaking of Carpenter, characterises as a practice in which “the work could be
anything, made by anyone, shown or smashed to smithereens, necessarily kitsch in its attempt
to be political—that Merlin Carpenter, who calls himself a “painter-artist”, has been working
since the early 1990s. [...] [This] allows him to either paint personalities and ducks with a
certain figurative talent, or to exhibit paintings concealed by transport covers; to pick up a
paintbrush the night of the opening to cover white canvases with insults against banks and
his gallery owner, or to spend the production money on luxury products.”

In a French context that is much more modest (even precarious), at the dawn of 2025, what
results from such a reappropriation? What is left of conceptual painting, of the diverting of
capitalist tools of production in favour of the artistic gesture, of the endangering of the



medium in order to contribute to systemic and institutional criticism? This comparison only
makes sense if profound differences are found: Bastien does not mix everything, does not
place everything on the same level, as those before him did.

He knows that on the one hand, he takes part in gilet jaune protests with his activist
friends, far from the “Art on Strike” procession; and on the other hand, he does conceptual
painting. One does not go without the other, but neither is done to justify the former.

“I paint at the same time, but I can say that being a painter is not enough for me. A big part
of my work as an artist consists solely in doing everything to be able to remain one. It is a
fragile, jubilant, exhausting privilege.” (2023 portfolio)

The reality is that it is an existential question that always dogs him: there is no sense in
painting and doing exhibitions, but paradoxically there is nothing better than doing this.

So I understand that it is not a matter of being technically or intellectually unable to do
something else, but rather a way of being in the world. Being a painter, as an identity, is a
choice that cannot be unmade, even if in a sense, it means becoming humiliated by the position
this entails in one’s own environment.

“First I failed as a pupil, then as an art student, before failing as a young artist. I felt
a lot of frustration being overlooked for prizes and distinctions of every kind when some of
my friends were enjoying the success of those young years.” (2023 portfolio)

4,

One could say that as a relationship with and perspective on the world, being a painter is a
gaze. This i1s how Bastien’s perspective is oriented, for better or for worse—the better consisting
of that ability never to pass up anything: all images are worth it. This is how the collection
presented here was created.

It is sometimes an unsettling perspective, since everything is liable to be represented by
his perspective. In the selection of images, it is Bastien and Bastien alone who represents Elsa
and Cosma (his daughter).

“In an egotistic frenzy, I'm printing my life in 960 colour pages. I'm revealing something that
doesn’t interest many people. I'm doing this for myself, Elsa, Cosma, a few friends and,
ideally, for painting.” (2023 portfolio)

“It’s as if I were a character that we perform together. It’s like a roleplay that maintains our
relationship, one that takes on an erotic charge. He wants to depict me in order to ‘upgrade’
our relationship. Of course there is an aesthetisisation, a romanticisation of our love rela-
tionship. I get the impression that Bastien needs to depict reality to make it exist.

That’s a big difference between him and me: I make documentaries in which I try to
tell about the world through direct cinema; he needs to intensify everything. It’s an intensity
that of course hides a certain fear of emptiness. He needs to push things to see how far it
can be taken... The only situation he placed me in that I didn’t like was not when he painted
or photographed me, but when he made me paint: then I felt trapped, as if instead of playing
with me, he’d played me.”. (Elsa, 2023)

5.
“Bastien Cosson’s paintings are compulsive. He breaks, cuts, scrapes. He glues, he hide
fluorescent for a blue so dark that you find yourself at the bottom of a lake absorbed by
unidentified, drowned colours; then he adds sequins, so the canvas retains a semblance of



celebration. There’s grey, pink, and colours that are scratched and then blackened.
Superimposed layers form a crust ready to collapse. His paintings are saturated, they are an
endless work-in-progress that stinks of solvent. Roofs of buildings mirroring the cosmos.
And once finished, he destroys it and starts the same thing all over again, until the eye is
exhausted.” Josquin Gouilly Frossard, 2020

Winter 2019

It’s an evening when night descends early. We arrive in Villejuif, where Bastien has a mezzanine
studio. Everything is a bit cold, a bit sad, very “bohemian”. Gala and I have come to choose
the paintings we will show in the exhibition that opens soon at Treize (March 2019). I couldn’t
think of any better way to involve a woman in the collective process than to suggest to my
friend Gala—herself a painter when she was at the Beaux-Arts, and today an embroideress—to
help with that selection of paintings. In hindsight, I don’t know if that was suitable, and
above all I'm not sure if I placed Gala in a comfortable situation.

We’d decided to look at ALL of the stored paintings. Gala and I try to understand them and
then arrange them. There is the big green one. There is the blue and black one. There are
several with stripes. Prints of Elsa’s neck, marked by the pinpricks of her acupuncturist.
There are other photo prints in progress. The whole creates an iconography of a moment, a
“hue”, a blog post; we leave not feeling sure of anything. We decide that we will bring it all
into the exhibition, in any case.

Spring 2023
I returned to that studio. Like last time, there’s an enormous stock of canvases piled up on
their backs, placed one on top of the other. None of them is made to be the “best”, nor to
distinguish itself in order to be chosen as worthy of being shown or sold.

Behind the work table, there is small one made of scraps of leopard fabric, blue, black. It is
different from the others, it is “finished” (full, holding up in all corners).

To the side, a large, almost blank beige canvas, with only a few glued stripes. No step
in the fabrication process is hidden on those canvases. Transparency is a production
aesthetic.

I see the printed, cut-out head of Virgile, my child, on another canvas taken out of storage.
I tell myself that these swarming, static compositions standing upright on the walls or tired
on the floor, are like a kind of gang loitering in the studio. They could be there eternally, but
they too will move out, to a place where, ultimately, they will do the same thing.

Bastien takes care of his paintings and photos as he would take care of a litter of animals
or a garden: he looks after them as a whole, to preserve them; for the survival of their function,
and for the ecology that is created in the balance between them; for the survival of his work
and of the people depicted in it.

Olga Rozenblum
Translate by Matthew Cunningham
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Left: Galerie Palette Terre's Bastien Cosson with artist Aurélien Porte
















































03 mai 2016

A Montpellien \e

Chers Hélene et Wolfgang Beltracchi,
e Bastien Cosson, j& suis un artiste de 28 ans originaire du pays-basaque ot résidant

Je m'appell
ques année & Paris.

depuis quel
out juste de

otre histoire dans! nity Fair de 2013, 1e i s toy
jsai i ent l'article en ter f6. AV époaue
] entretient avec

is ces quelques mots car j€ suis @ Montpe\\ier tout le mois de mal, préparant des
intures destinées a une exposition qui ¢putele 27 maiala galerie yasistas, 37 Avenué

Bouisson Bertrand. Ce seraitun im plaisir de vous accueillir au yernissage-

i heureux de pouvoir vous rencontrer le temps d'un café dans 1€ centre ville:

he comme uneé curiosité déplacée ou une

t, une yeéritable

]'espére que Vous n'interprétez pas cette démarc
is bien pour ce qu'elle €s

comme une sollicitation incongrué de ma part ma
talité et de rencontre-
34000 Montpellier

39 Avenué Bouisson Bertrand,

Vous pouvez m’éc
Ou m’appeler a4 0632670914.

Avec toute mad sympathie,

@(‘m\zw



' VINCENT LEONARD
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PROPOS DE FERNAND LEGER

ETRE LIBRE ET DE SON TEMP

- Si la destinée vous fait naitre libre et créateur avec
tout ce que ce mot comporte de force, d’étendue et
apreté, alors vous allez vivre une vie épique, la plus
belle mais la plus dangereuse qui soit.

Entre le clochard qui dort sur son banc et Uartiste
sarvenu au maximum de la réalisation, il y a une com-
mune mesure. L’amour de la liberté — Uaction dans la
iberté — la souffrance dans la liberté. Le premier a
verdu la partie, Uautre U'a gagnée, mais au départ, ils

L’artiste, le poéte, le créateur de beauté, tous ceux-
> sont voués a cette fatalité héroique : « agir dans la
it erté ». Cette liberté chérie, ce jour de gloire, cela. se
: ye trés cher dans un risque incessant et joz.zrnalwr.
Cest debout, en état de guerre avec la société, que
. ceuvres vivantes ont été congues et forgées.
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frontdeskapparatus Detail from:
Michael Krebber
The Wooden Horse, 1999
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S, Mais ¢
e
et ses tradltions, ils

legues. Et C’était, nj

soute fagon, en prenant pour base le monde
ont acquis une qualité inconnue de leurs col
plus ni moins, quelque chose a dire.

Maintenant, vous, jeune écrivain, avez-vq
y dire, ou bien croyez-vous simplement que v
hose a dire ? Si oui, rien ne peut vous empé

5 =

ous étes capable d’avoir d?s pensées que le monde aimerait
:gtendre exposer, la fom}e meme de la pensée est son expression,
;.1 vous les SABCEVEE clairement, vous les énoncerez clairement ;
1 vOs pensees gnt de la valeur, vos écrits en auront aussi. Mais
1 votre expression est faible, c’est que votre pensée est faible, si
lle est étriquée, c’est parce que vous étes étriqué. Si vos idées
ont confuses et embrouillées, comment pouvez-vous espérer
s exposer avec clarté ? Si vos connaissances sont lacunaires et
¢sordonnées, comment ce que vous allez dire pourra-t-il étre
aste et logique ? Et sans le fil conducteur solide d’une philosophie
ficace, comment pouvez-vous faire naitre 1’ordre du chaos ?
omment vos vues a distance et intérieures pourront-elles é'tre
aires 7 Comment pouvez-vous avoir une perceptiOI} quantitative
qualitative de I’importance relative de chaque bribe de savorr
nt vous disposez ? Et, sans tout cela, comument pouvez-\lflous
e vous-méme ? Comment pouvez-vous avoir quelque chose

‘nouveau & proposer au monde blasé ?
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XIII

L’ECRIVAIN N’EST PAS UN CRITIQUE

Lettre (Oakland 20 février | 905) parue dans Ability (San
Francisco), avril 1905 sous le titre Jack London to the
Unknowns. Selon cette revue, il s’agissait d’une lettre

circulaire adressée par London ¢ ceux de ses correspondants
lui demandant de critiquer leyy @uvre.

Chaque fois qu’un écrivain dit la vérité Sur un manuscrit (ou
un livre) a un auteur ami, il perd cet ami, ou voit cette amitié
s’estomper et se refroidir pour devenir ’ombre de ce qu’elle
€tait auparavant,

Chaque fois qu’un écrivain dit Ia Ve€rité sur un manuscrit
(ou un livre) a un auteur inconnu de lui, il s’en fait un ennemi.

Si I’écrivain aime son ami et craint de le perdre, il ment a
cet ami.

Mais & quoi bon se donner le mal de mentir & des étrangers ?

Et, j’insiste 1a-dessus, a quoi bon se faire des ennemis ?

De plus, un écrivain renommé est submergé de demandes
Tinconnus le sollicitant de lire leur ceuvre et d’émettre un jugement
Sur elle. C’est 3 proprement parler le rdle d’un agent littéraire.
Un écrivain n’est pas un bureau littéraire. S’il est assez idiot
Pour en devenir un, il cessera d’étre un ¢crivain. Il n’aura plus
du tout Je temps d’écrire.
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Atelier, Paris, 1980

Niele Toroni: I’énoncé et son supplément

-t-il toute critique ? - Pas exacte-
simplement et inlassablement I'irre-
vail/peinture” a ce qui peut s'en
c sa place, mais “a sa place” et
inte, une portée limitée - qu’elle
rs a I'histoire de 'art ou a la
neé place pour cette derniere,
Bment au point ou se situe le
le dire n’est pas le faire ni le
s sémiotiques, les tester, en
3Si en mesurer les limites),
uvrir leur objet d'étude
Ire comme de la peinture
Annoncer la couleur vaut
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