




Francoise Petrovitch received the Guerlain Prize just a few months 
before her first retrospective in France, her native country, where she 
has been consistently exhibiting her work for 25 years. She is the first
French woman to receive this prestigious award, since 2007 to “an 
artist working mainly on drawing, or for whome drawing is a primary 
practice.” Primordial is the right term for someone who decides at the 
age of six to be a “draftsman”.age of six to be a “draftsman”. Although it was at this point,because 
she didn’t know the term “artist”. She retains a form of modesty both 
in her culture and in her technical virtuosity that this retrospective 
should underline. 
 Her extensive training allowed her to become an artist without 
jumping through the Beaux-Arts hoop. After studying at the École 
Normale Superieure de Cachan, Petrovitch received a Master’s 
degree indegree in Aesthetics from the Sorbonne and received her aggregation 
in plastic arts at the age of 23. By the time Petrovitch was a young 
professor at the prestigious École Estienne, her students were almost 
the same age as her. Petrovitch has created artist’s books and drawing 
portfolios as her work became recognized around the world, and 
expanded to new formats: from sculpture to ceramics to glass, to 
bronze. Yet she remains remarkably modest about her accomplish-
ments and her remarkable technical skill.ments and her remarkable technical skill. This retrospective should 
flip that notion on its head. 
 The texts in this catalogue correspond to the richness of the themes 
and the techniques that Petrovitch has used since the beginning of her 
career, and to the fluidity of the patterns that,with remarkable recurr-
ence, pass from small to large: from drawing, to engraving, and lastly 
to sculpture-and vice-versa. This particular detail of her work--which 
she calls line-patterns, or she calls line-patterns, or motifs-traits--appears from the earliest years 
of her career. To name just a few: hands (alone,holding other hands, 
or animals); closed eyes (or blindfolded, covered by masks or by 
standing or lying bodies); and the association of man and animal to 
the point of confusion. They are worked at all different scales and in 
all availible techniques.  

I : DRAWING: AS DOING AN EXPRESSIVE GESTURE WITH
THE ADVANTAGE OF PERMANENCY.



The force of Petrovitch’s drawing, and particularly its expressive-
ness, results in a multitude of complex gestures. She works in every
technique to determine its outline, every motif to saisir l’ascèse, all 
of which combines to give rise to seemingly simple works that are 
easy to look at. This is, of course, all on purpose: the goal is to make 
us forget its underlying complexity. Petrovitch has inveted a sort of 
“augmented drawing,” where the graphic support, the subject matte“augmented drawing,” where the graphic support, the subject matter, 
or scale no longer matters. Instead, her drawing is about attitude. 
From drawing on the sidelines of a schoolbook to choreography, 
from scultpure to theatre curtains, to traveling in a city, its the same 
risktaking. Her exhibition at the Fonds Hélène & Édouard Leclerc, 
one of France’s most prestigious private collections, reveals the 
extent of it.
  The major themes follow one another as they appear in the work,
each including a focus that comes to “balance” the thematic: some-
times specifying it, other times contradicting it, and others still to 
develop it in a different technique. This focus was seen as the focal 
point of the theme: as an element that orients it, and orients our gaze
in a particular point of view, just as the pupil in the center of the 
cornea transforms the eye into a gaze, an expression.The contrast, 
for example, between two recently painted giant birds and the first for example, between two recently painted giant birds and the first 
drawings, of modest size and pasted-

II. DRAWING IN ABYSM, FROM THE AGES
OF LIFE TO “DOUBLES” 



on already printed papers, frames the first chapter. Draw
in the Margins Birds are one of her “motifs traits” 
(defining traits), like other pets she grew up with on the 
farm, as well as those found in storytelling, such as the 
wolf. 
 The coexistence of the very large with the very small is
important and recurring theme in Petrovitchimportant and recurring theme in Petrovitch’s work. 
Being able to play with scale is also one of the reasons 
that Petrovitch chose drawing and has flourished in that
medium. It allows a panoramic of scales: its passage from
the margin to the center, or from the tiny to the massive, 
sums up the work. The central motif is “drawn” by the 
blank paper motif by the color: a white face behind 
colored hands, or white smoking hands over a face withcolored hands, or white smoking hands over a face with
a skeleton embossed on the T-Shirt of a child.

 There is also the “indeterminacy” of its content: they save space, 
minimizing the presence of others, of nature. Decontexualized, these
figures float within a non-narrative. “I fight against narration, against
anything that limits the figures I show,” says Petrovitch. “I instead 
offer ‘blocks’ of images. I do not want a story that begins and ends. If
we say everything, there is nothing to think about.” 
  Beyond childhood or adolescence, these works speak of the indeter-
minacy of adulthood in the 21st Century, a time that the world wants 
to remain in a perpetual youth. There is also a reflection on gender: 
the figures are left vague, at light of a time where the categories of 
masculine and feminine are no longer apposite. Girls and boys are 
displayed as fragile, disappearing behind their cigarettes, their masks,
the motifs on their T-Shirts. “When I evoke childhood, it’s not about
nostalgia for a specific time. Itnostalgia for a specific time. It’s a mix of things that are seen, lived,
imagined, transformed,” says Petrovitch. The technique she uses--
ink-wash--contributes to the understanding she hopes to impart to 
these figures: indecisive and gender-fluid, eminently open to 
interpretation. 



At the same time, we are struck by the sculptural nature of the legs,
feet and hands on which she zooms in her paintings - whereas she 
represents them life-size in sculpture (series Dans mes mains). 
Monumental and painted, those parts of the body are as expressive
as the faces. Furthermore, they often hide faces whose absence, 
silence, refusal to communicate, shyness and even non-narration, 
according to the spectatoaccording to the spectator’s interpretation. Inviting self-reflection,
these images are not meant to avoid chaos.
 The artist assumes “continuity and voluntary confusion.” They 
are at once similar and completely distinct; something of a mix. 
They are not two distinct characters but are in fact together, conti-
guous and confused; they make people uncomfortable. It is at the 
moment that design extends into the realm of painting and sculpture,
where animal characters are developed, their mask-faces, its where animal characters are developed, their mask-faces, its 
presentation game, where hands and objects touch one another and
merge, its erasing game where hands, underlined in red, hide faces.
Flowing naturally from her work on “doubles”, the human-animal
hybridization of techniques. It is at the moment where her 
vocabulary of “pattern strokes” comes out to play: where painting,
sculpture, video, and mise-en-scène develop and coexist naturally
in the 2000s.in the 2000s.



 This “design augmenté”, of all Petrovitch’s techniques, is the 
operating principle of a work wherein the matching stroke of the 
color, in an absolute synthesis, is also a component. Drawing as a way 
of living, as a way of seeing, as a way of interpreting the world: that is
the thread that runs through the retrospective. Room after room, the 
retrospective invites us to reflect on the “focal point” of this work: it
is an exercise in learning how to look. Stand, and then engage--or is an exercise in learning how to look. Stand, and then engage--or 
hold something. Or disappear--in its shadow, behind its mask, its 
eyelids, its hands: all these verbs speak of the gaze.

 Without the focus of the open eye, the viewer lingers on the
margins of the painting or the drawing, plunging into the details of 
the ,odeling of the faceless sculpture; sometimes even forgetting the 
figure and seeing only the interplay of different shapes and depths, 
the balance between lines and colors, the composition, the abstraction.
The world of composition is left apparent, voluntarily so; in such a 
way that it becomes a subject of its own: “always the question of the way that it becomes a subject of its own: “always the question of the 
gaze: what do you choose/How do you cut? How do you compose?”
resumed that echoes the favorite quotes of Matisse: “Expression, for 
me, does not reside in passions glowing in a human face or manifested
     by violent movement. The entire arrangement of my 
     pictue is expressive; the place occupied by the figures, the 
     empty spaces around them, the proportions, everything 
          has its share.”
      Petrovitch’s stylized “motifs-traits” are perhaps less 
     important than the abstraction which has yet to be seen:
     the framing, the game of chance played with colors and 
     the transparencies of ink that are masterfully controlled 
     and, finally the light, at works on the blank paper in the
     drawing, by the transparency of the ink washes, by the 
          bursts of bright colors in the half-light of her 
     Nocturnes.

IV. DRAWING AND THE HISTORY OF ART: “ALWAYS THE
QUESTION OF THE GAZE”



 Her masks follow ina long lineage, of representations of 
carnivals, particularly in the Venetian tradition. In so doing, she 
reconnects with a fantastic, at times quite comical history of
illustration in fiction and theatre. At the same time, her hybrid 
characters--animals, people, or human-animals--are left 
unencumbered by the thick history of mythological representations,
illustrations, tales, and fables.illustrations, tales, and fables.





 This exhibition concludes two years of work and happiness, spent
in conversation with great work and its creator. I would like to leave
the last word to Francoise, because the conversation with her was the
highlight of thid period of time.
“Time is very singular in the visual arts: the further I go, the more I 
think that this concept is the most interesting. I at once think of the 
time that we petime that we perceive; the sense of shock as a work being created; of
persistence in time--what is said of a work after it has been 
completed; and then the time long after its creation. All this 
accumulated by a single work. Our time on earth is not long.”
















