
I have a recurring dream, in which I talk to a friend in French. He is a French speaker. Outside the oneiric
realm we communicate in Spanish and English. But every time I dream about him, we speak in French.
Inevitably, the dream lasts only a few seconds, as long as I manage to speak before I run out of words.
Many times, I wake up with my mouth stuck. 

I should speak French, but I don’t. I studied it as a child and later as a teenager. In college, I studied
philosophy and, as I finally chose to work on aesthetics and politics, I ended up reading endless
treatises in that language. But I don’t speak it at all. 

The first painting I saw by Sylvie Fanchon was a black and white bichrome. On a black background,
white figures recall the shapes of cartoon representations of animals. A dog, or some four-legged being,
walks with its head up on the bottom right side of the painting and a plump little bird leans on a strip of
white paint made in one brushstroke, on which a series of black letters made in stencil are piled up to
form a set of signs: JESUISDESOLEEJENAIPASCOMPRIS.1

Sylvie Fanchon, Cortana (jesuidésolée), 2018, acrylic on canvas, twice 130 x 197 cm. View of the exhibition "Je
m'appelle Cortana," Frac Franche-Comté, Besançon, 2018-2019, Collection Musée d'Art Moderne de la Ville de
Paris.

I stared at the painting for a long time, putting the letters together and forming the words. I didn’t
manage to form the sentence right away, I had to try several times, using punctuation marks: Je-suis-
désolée, je-n’ai-pas-compris. It didn’t seem like a conundrum, but the work forced me to go slowly,
perhaps at the same speed that my brain processes the language. I clumsily read the painting. Out of
context the phrase didn’t say much, or said so much that I couldn’t place it either. However, the
anchorage with the other characters made it less dense. I wondered if the intention of the use of
language in the painting was political, as in the work of so many other Francophone artists, where
language is a critical or agitational device—Guy Debord, Claire Fontaine, Thierry Geoffroy—; if it was an
exercise concerning the ego—Ben Vautier—, or if it was more of a poetic inclination—René Magritte,
Francis Alÿs. Inevitably, the phrase Soleil Politique from Marcel Broodthaers’ work came to my mind,
perhaps because it was the reference that once hung in a reproduction in my house. I forced myself to
concentrate and cling to find the expression of a brushstroke, to feel the color in the painting. After
several minutes of pretending to contemplate, I laughed. I laughed at myself and how difficult it is for
me to understand painting. I was surprised at how uncomfortable it made me feel not knowing where to
stand, how grumpy my clumsiness made me. I looked at the letters again and read out loud
JESUISDESOLEEJENAIPASCOMPRIS.

My encounter with Sylvie Fanchon’s work began with a detour, discovering her from some of the
spaces that her work inhabits, in and around Paris—the city where she lives. It began in the suburbs, at
La Galerie, centre d’art contemporain de Noisy-le-Sec in the Seine-Saint-Denis department, where the
exhibition “Hedy Lamarr. The Strange Woman” included two small paintings by Fanchon. A bichrome
with a blue background and orange stripes forming the phrase The Strange Woman, title taken from the
eponymous 1946 film starring Hedy Lamarr. And the other piece, with the same inscription, but in a
different font and carved in the white wall in such a way that the color contrast between the
background and the shape was so faint that it almost went unnoticed.2

Sylvie Fanchon, Sans titre (The Strange Woman), 2022, in situ mural, 60 x 80 cm. Production La Galerie,
centre d’art contemporain de Noisy-le-Sec. Courtesy the artist and Galerie Maubert, Paris © Adagp, Paris,
2022.

Exhibition views of "Hedy Lamarr - The Strange Woman", 2022, La Galerie, center d'art contemporain de
Noisy-le-Sec. Photos: © Salim Santa Lucia, 2022.

Sylvie Fanchon, VEUILLEZNINDIQUERAUCUNEINFORMATIONPERSONNELLE, 2023, Blanc de Meudon
on glass, 440 x 221 cm. Sentences written on the windows of Bétonsalon from March 2021 to March 2023,
Bétonsalon, Paris. Photo : Antonin Horquin.

Sylvie Fanchon, JESUISDESOLEEJENAIRIENENTENDU, 2023, Blanc de Meudon on glass, 440 x 221 cm.
Sentences written on the windows of Bétonsalon from March 2021 to March 2023, Bétonsalon, Paris.
Photo : Bétonsalon.

Next, in the 13th arrondissement of Paris, I visited Bétonsalon - Centre d'art et de recherche. On the
external facade there is a permanent installation, or semi-permanent— because the nature of the
material makes it ephemeral. There, on the glass surface, using a layer of watered-down Blanc de
Meudon (a kind of white paint made with crushed chalk with an earthy texture), the letters
JESUISDE/SOLEEJE/NAIRIEN/ENTENDU3 appear as negative unpainted space on four glass panels
with circular strokes that recall the movement made when cleaning windows.4

Later, again in the suburbs, at the MAC VAL, Musée d'art contemporain du Val-de-Marne in the town
of Vitry-sur-Seine, I found a huge mural with a black background and ‘flesh’-colored stripes—a color
that clearly does not exist as there is no flesh color as such, but I would not know how to name it;
maybe something between pink, brown and sand, but which my head instantly defined as ‘flesh’
colored, irritating me with the racist persistency of language. Diagonal stripes of the same width ran
across the wall beginning and ending in a ripped cut, evidencing the methodology, an adhesive tape
stencil.5 On the left side from top to bottom it reads:
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Sages femmes literally means ‘wise women’, but in French it is the way midwives are named. These
words coincide with the artist’s initials. Sylvie Fanchon / Sages Femmes / S.F. Was this way of signing
her work a coincidence? Could it be a way of establishing a link with a secret community of women?

Sylvie Fanchon, SAGESFEMMES, 2017, exhibition view of "A mains nues", exhibition of the collection, MAC
VAL, Vitry-sur-Seine, 2022.

My detour ended in the heart of the city, at the fine arts school, in an office of the École nationale des
beaux-arts de Paris. I had never been in such a beautiful art school—so loaded in history. There, a
painting by Fanchon was waiting for me. A canvas with a sky-blue background—was it more like light
blue? Why is it so hard for me to identify and name colors?—with a small red cartoon figure in the
center.6 It was the silhouette of a dog that I had seen many times as a child. I could not remember
which cartoon it came from. I recognized the image, but could not place it in a specific context. It
aroused a certain tenderness in me, but I had no emotional attachment to it either. Now, while writing
this, I discover on Google, under the search “old dogs in cartoons”, that the character’s name is Droopy
and it is a Metro-Goldwyn-Mayer character.

Sylvie Fanchon, Sans titre (Caractères), 2009, acrylic on canvas, 114 x 196 cm. Collection Beaux-arts de Paris,
MU 12 669.
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In this detour, besides intuiting the themes, rhythms, continuities and insistences in Fanchon’s work, I
came across something I did not expect. Every time someone asked me what I was doing in Paris, and I
replied that I had come to see Sylvie Fanchon’s work, something changed in the look and the gesture of
those who questioned me. A smile that awakened the face. It was something subtle, as if the bodies
were relieved, as if they regained a moment of contentment. The first time I noticed it, I was curious,
but, in the repetition of the gesture, I found relief too. 

I usually write about artists that I know well or that I have worked with for a long time. Besides a caution
against finding myself in situations where I need to force ideas, to try to say something meaningful
about a work I do not really like, I suppose it is also a provision so that I don’t end up working with, or on
the practice of, people I don’t feel comfortable with. I spent ten years of my life researching a French
philosopher and when I finally met him it was so disappointing that it left me with no room for
serendipity.  When I was invited to write about Sylvie Fanchon my first impulse was to say no, apart
from the aforementioned reservations, I prefer not to write about painting. It’s not that I don’t like it, but
I feel somehow surpassed and overtaken by it. However, there was something about Fanchon’s work
that made me curious. This, and the collapse of certainties that the pandemic left behind, prompted me
to suspend my rules. A few months earlier, an invitation to present at a conference in Johannesburg,
which I couldn’t refuse, led me to investigate the work of Frida Kahlo. Focusing on a series of self-
portraits, I discovered a marvelous pictorial world that opened up questions, which left me intrigued
and wanting more. So,  I said yes to the task. Fortunately, the desire to look at other things, to think
about other ideas, to learn more about painting, to write about women who paint, was stronger. From
these detours and accompanied by the smiles of those who heard her name, I began to delve into
Sylvie Fanchon’s work.

Sylvie Fanchon, Sans titre (Glory), 2020, 2020, acrylic on canvas, 40 x 60 cm. Courtesy the artist and
Galerie Maubert.

Sylvie Fanchon, exhibition view "SYLVIEFANCHON.COM", Galerie Maubert, 2021. Courtesy the artist and
Galerie Maubert.

Sylvie Fanchon thought that if her career stumbled, it was not because she was a woman but because
she was not good enough, or maybe because at the end of the twentieth century and the beginning of
the twenty-first, nobody cared about painting anymore. However, when I finally spoke with her, she
said that she now realizes that her career was determined or at least marked by the fact of being a
woman. Could that be the reason why I did not know her? Because she is a painter? Because she is
French? Or because she is a woman? Fanchon is not particularly concerned with positioning herself in a
history of women’s art, nor in a feminist production. However, I do wonder what women’s painting is.
How women place themselves in a tradition, a medium that has been masculine for centuries; where
the plots, gestures, and values have not only been created by men but created by a fully patriarchal
logic and dynamics. Painting, as John Berger said, imposed specific ways of seeing, which kept a
complicity with capitalism—as much as with the objectification of women. After decades, in which this
has been pointed out, are there other ways of seeing and producing today? Other ways of painting?
Can one continue painting after dismantling the metaphysical, sexist and capitalist logics of the
medium?

Sylvie Fanchon, Sans titre (Tableaux Scotch), 2016, 50 x 70 cm.
Courtesy the artist and Galerie Maubert.

Sylvie Fanchon, Sans titre (Tableaux Scotch), 2016, 50 x 70 cm.
Courtesy the artist and Galerie Maubert.

Sylvie Fanchon, Sans titre (Fantôme), 2015, 50 x 60 cm. Collections
FRAC-Artothèque Nouvelle-Aquitaine. © Adagp, Paris. Photo :
Frédérique Avril.
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Sylvie Fanchon sits on the history of art and laughs, not without anger, at the pretensions of
sacredness, interiority and contemplation of painting. She also laughs at the aspiration to change the
world with art. She seeks truth with painting, but perhaps, unlike other artists, she does not seek truth
in the painting, nor truth in painting. This last proposition, which Derrida attributes to Cézanne, reminds
us of the knot we are in: 

That which pertains [a trait à] to the thing itself. By reason of the power ascribed to
painting (the power of direct reproduction or restitution, adequation or transparency,
etc.), “the truth in painting,” in the French language which is not a painting, could mean
and be understood as: truth itself restored, in person, without mediation, makeup, mask,
or veil. In other words, the true truth or the truth of the truth, restituted in its power of
restitution, truth looking sufficiently like itself to escape any misprision, any illusion; and
even any representation–but sufficiently divided already to resemble, produce, or
engender itself twice over, in accordance with the two genitives: truth of truth and truth
of truth.7

Truth in painting, in this double genitive, was undoubtedly the philosophical obsession of the medium.
Painting comes to Fanchon when it is already mortally wounded. Although this does not mean its end, it
does entail the decline of metaphysical aspirations in it. Thus, Fanchon’s questioning does not seem to
be an ontological inquiry but a material one. She suggests remaining cautious before the power of
fascination and enchantment of painting, and to do this, she establishes three limits from which to
work: surface, color and form. With these three elements, which are modified throughout more than
four decades of her career, the artist experiments to produce truth in painting. In the painting, in her
painting, in every painting. Her work is to insist, almost obsessively, on these components without ever
returning to a field determined by the artist’s technical, expressive or intuitive genius in the classical
sense of painting tradition, nor to the cold purism of the medium. Here, there is a pictorial research of
the first order, which is within the history of painting itself, but already outside its teleology. 

Sylvie Fanchon does not make abstract or expressionist painting; she is neither conceptual nor lyrical.
Hers is a production that insists on investigating color and form without ever forgetting the delimitation
that allows the existence of that work. The space—the canvas, wall or glass—is not a window, but
rather a surface. There is something in this search that frees us from the pressures of painting, that
relieves. She does not see herself as a feminist artist, but to me it is refreshing to find a woman’s
painting that does not follow the male mandate, that neither imitates it nor assumes the place
historically designated to female painters. Fanchon assumes the death of painting with the grace of
being out of time. Therefore, rather than aiming on geniality, she plays. She establishes a series of rules
to play and, from there, to unfold the possibilities of truth present in her paintings. Playing is not a banal
nor a complementary activity, it is perhaps the resource that remains once the historical pathos of
painting is broken.8

Sylvie Fanchon, Sans titre, 1994, 130 × 162 cm. Courtesy the artist. Sylvie Fanchon, Sans titre, 1994, 130 × 162 cm. Courtesy the artist. Sylvie Fanchon, Sans titre, 1994, 130 × 162 cm. Courtesy the artist.

Going back to the elements of her work, from the beginning of Fanchon’s career, in the late eighties, we
find that her research is delimited by the surface. She builds from the plane, tracing the area that
determines a working space. The frame, the edge in her work, because it lacks ornament, is not an
exterior but a limit. In choosing not to adorn it she creates a two-dimensional space. It is interesting
how this limit changes in her work. Although in many of her pieces this is determined by the canvas,
there is also an exploration that takes it to the wall, where the surface expands. Likewise, there are the
glass panels where she explores other materialities, but in which she insists on the condition of the
plane as surface. Fanchon’s painting plays with scale and with the functions of the work. In the sense
the canvas has historically had, her pieces can be interior—inside a gallery, museum, house—or exterior
—the street, the public space. In both cases, interestingly, the rules of the work remain constant.
Fanchon does not modify her execution in the face of the pedagogical or spectacular possibilities
offered by muralism or street facade.  

Her work, contained in this delimited space, focuses on the tension between color and form. On the one
hand, in terms of color, she always works with bichrome, creating visual games between two colors.
This is perhaps to mark a certain affinity with minimalism, but refusing to endow with a single color
alone the weight of an individual object. Her experimentation proposes composition games. Even if the
viewer only sees two colors, in reality, there are several colors contained in the work. With the colors,
the artist seeks neither the creation of density, nor of light, nor of dimensions. Nor does she pretend to
affirm the medium as an instance of visual purism, much less to express or provoke feelings; her artistic
practice lies in pointing out the game of what appears in between. In their crossing, their opposition,
their tension.

Sylvie Fanchon, Sans titre (Accrochages), 2011, acrylic on canvas,
twice 130 x 196 cm. Exhibition view "SF à Sète", CRAC Sète, 2012.
Collection FRAC Franche-Comté.

Sylvie Fanchon, exhibition view "SF à Sète", CRAC Sète, 2012. Sylvie Fanchon, exhibition view, Galerie Bernard Jordan, Paris, 2007.
Courtesy the artist.

Sylvie Fanchon, Motifs, 2005, 60 x 82 cm. Courtesy the artist and
Galerie Maubert.

Sylvie Fanchon, Monochrome décoratif bleu et rouge, 2009, 114 x
162 cm. Collections FRAC Corse, © Adagp, Paris.

Sylvie Fanchon, Sans titre (Caractères), 2010, 50 x 65 cm. Courtesy
the artist and Galerie Maubert.
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There, the third element in her work emerges, the form. Although Fanchon works with representations,
they do not seek a realism that allows affirming the thing’s truth. There is no substitution or mediation;
on the contrary, her forms are appropriations of signs removed from their contexts. Fanchon’s forms are
silhouettes, and there is much that is uncanny in them since, at least in my Latin American tradition,
they are reminiscent of the graphic-political exercises that pointed to missing people.9 The silhouette is
that which appears in the place of the disappeared. That moment taken from children’s games of
drawing the outline of a body lying on the ground, going around its silhouette and then removing it to
keep its double. Sometimes we are left with only the double. The silhouettes in Fanchon’s work are
produced with stencils, a methodology associated with street painting such as graffiti or in artistic-
activist practices where the stencil is used to create repetitions in hurried situations, and where the
technique does not matter and the ideal of the original is not pursued. In Fanchon’s work, the silhouette
figures operate as appropriations and copies of symbols, letters and figures. These silhouettes are
recognizable, but they are distorted and their meaning, therefore, deferred. 

In the 1990s, the forms that emerged from her bichrome were geometric or architectural figures,
squares and rectangles that could be the outline of a house or a plan for the construction of an object
(Untitled, 1994); later they became botanical motifs, the outlines of some sort of plants and grass
(Untitled, 2007), but also decorative ornaments such as frames of different shapes, sizes and colors
(Untitled, 2008), busts that resemble old sculptures or unformed stains (Untitled, Aspects 2012) or
haircuts of long and stylish hair (Untitled, 2017). In Fanchon’s work these depicted ornaments—
decoration and  adornment —detach what has historically been taken in painting as that which is
additive, external to the representation of the object, to put it in the center, to make the whole painting,
and the truth that it can produce about it. In the 2000s, the silhouettes shifted from the outline of
animals (Untitled, Aspects, 2012; Untitled, Tableaux bêtes, 2009) to those of cartoon characters,
(Untitled, Caractères, 2010). This allows another game that intervenes in the pictorial tradition in that it
introduces humor from these figures devoid of any drama or expressiveness. They are not the
characters in vogue or belonging specifically to French culture. They are, rather, elements of a vaguely
common, standard, global culture. I show them to my six-year-old daughter and she can recognize the
outlines of them—a bird, a dog, a coyote—but she doesn’t know the specific references. This is where
Fanchon’s work operates, in being able to sit in the history of painting to play and warn: “I introduce a
dialectic with the help of futile, caricatural figures from the world of images. It is a 'warning', a way of
saying 'let us remain vigilant' in the face of the seductive power of painting.”10

Sylvie Fanchon, Architecture, 1994, 50 x 150 cm. Courtesy the artist and Galerie Maubert.

Sylvie Fanchon, Sans titre, 1995, 50 × 73 cm. Courtesy the artist.

In this same sense, language appears in her work. With it, she does not intend to dictate the truth or her
truth, nor to propagate a slogan, nor postulate, much less to communicate a feeling or idea. Language
is again a symbol that she appropriates in order to disavow it of its power. Without spelling or grammar,
she gets on language’s nerves. As she puts letters together, unfollowing writing conventions, the
referent becomes strange, ambiguous. 

Although Fanchon’s body of work, after more than four decades dedicated to painting, is very
extensive and complex, it seems to me that these are the elements that delimit her universe. As if they
were the components and rules with which she decided to play and establish a game with the viewer. It
is from there that she sits in the history of painting, she is in it, but also beyond it. Her truth no longer has
to do with validating a tradition, but with finding the logic and rigor of her own operation. She does it
seriously but not without grace, she is constantly laughing at us and at herself.

A few months ago, I was at a friend’s house with our respective children. The children were playing
while we were talking. Their game was a sort of dance contest, where each one of them could play their
favorite song. I hadn’t paid much attention to how the game operated, until the screaming made me
realize that part of it had to do with which of them Alexa obeyed. Each child was shouting a song to
Alexa, Amazon’s virtual assistant, to play. The voices were getting louder and louder, and the children’s
tone became aggressive as she didn’t recognize what they were saying. After a few minutes of
watching the show, I stopped to tell them not to yell at her. It annoyed me to see how they were talking
to a woman, even if it was a simulation of one. Why is it that all virtual assistants have a woman’s name
and voice? Does that insist on women’s labor in care work ? Does the cold and aggressive tone with
which we relate to them validate in children the very possibility of violence towards us? I wondered all
this as I helplessly watched how my friend’s son yelled, “Alexa, turn off”.

Sylvie Fanchon, (bonjourjesuisicipourvousaidez), 2018 , acrylic on canvas, 120 x 240 cm. Courtesy the artist
and Galerie Maubert.

Sylvie Fanchon, Cortana (quepuisjefairepourvous), 2018, acrylic on canvas, 50 x 70 cm. Courtesy the artist
and Galerie Maubert.

JEMAPPELLECORTANA/QUEPUISJEFAIREPOURVOUS.11 It is 2014, and Sylvie Fanchon comes across
a new artificial intelligence service automatically downloaded to her phone. Her name is Cortana, and
she introduces herself as Microsoft’s “personal productivity assistant”. She helps users find sites of
interest, social networks and services. She does so, like almost all such forms of artificial intelligence,
using a helpful tone—available in several languages—and by asking questions that, in their logical
simplicity and linguistic awkwardness, become existential queries.

Cortana is originally the name of an ancient Scandinavian sword, which was used to name the artificial
intelligence character in the Halo universe. There, Cortana is built by cloning a woman’s brain, although
she has no physical form—she is just a voice. In the game, Cortana was designed for espionage and
infiltration purposes. She is described as an intelligent and lively “being” with a sense of humor. She is
loyal to humans, perhaps because she herself is a clone. Therefore, to create a personal digital
assistant, Microsoft has used the character of that saga, and intends to propose a more personal
service, which can compete with Siri or Alexa. Its most remarkable function, we are informed, is that
she allows you to remember things. You can tell Cortana to remind you of anything. 

Fanchon uses the phrases that this operating system has thrown at her. With them she has built the
Cortana series since 2017. Words are the central characters of the pictorial spaces in this series. Their
appearance in the game of bichrome is produced with templates, stencils in this case of letters, which
allow its precise production. It is not the artist’s handwriting, it is a common typeface, that can be
replicated uniformly in the different pieces of the series. Cortana’s sentences are appropriated and
reproduced by Fanchon, always appearing in capital letters and without punctuation. Thus, there is no
indication marking the beginning or end of each word. The mechanicity of language in the operating
system works in its pictorial decomposition as a creator of estrangement.
POURVOUSAIDERAVOUSRAPPELER/CEQUIESTIMPORTANT/
JESUISDESOLEEJENAIRIENENTENDU/JESUISDESOLEECONNEXIONIMPOSSIBLE/
ETSINOUSDISCUTIONS/DITESMOICEQUEJEDEVRAISSAVOIRAFINDEPROTEGERVOTREVIEPRIVEE.

Sylvie Fanchon, Cortana (voicidesexemples), 2018, acrylic on canvas,
100 x 160 cm. Courtesy the artist and Galerie Maubert.

Sylvie Fanchon, Cortana (voiciunexemple...), 2018, acrylic on canvas,
100 x 160 cm. Collection Frac Franche-Comté, Besançon.

Sylvie Fanchon, Cortana (Echange), 2018, acrylic on canvas, 100 x
160 cm. Courtesy the artist Galerie Maubert.

The figures chosen by Sylvie Fanchon, whether animal forms or letters, do not pretend to be
representational but serve as a cultural and epistemological index, perhaps a punctum in a moment of
the world. On the surface of her painting appears the absurdity of representation and truth in artificial
intelligence. It would be funny if it were not grim. AI has come to stay, Fanchon’s Cortana paintings will
be a reminder to beware of the enchantments of them.

The language Cortana uses is one of those futile silhouettes drawn from our world of representation, the
appropriate double of our shared culture’s absent referent. In its simplicity, Fanchon shows us, with
delicacy and humor, that there is no natural principle. This allows us a joyful detachment from
metaphysics. The beauty in Fanchon’s work is not in the truth in painting, in relation to the thing or
being, but in the joy of having freed ourselves from it. With it the true truth, the truth of truth, has been
broken. 

Painting, so

masculine, so

metaphysical, so

patriarchal, can

become, as in

Fanchon’s practice,

another thing. A

practice that is free.

When I first met Sylvie Fanchon, she had stopped painting. She told me so without sadness. She was
done, at least at that time, with it. She kindly showed me the drawings she was making. Besides the
dimensions and texture of working on paper, perhaps the most significant difference from her painting
was that of the game of colors produced between the color of the surface itself, white, and the pencil
that colored the paper in different tones and intensities of gray. 

In these drawings, there were phrases that I had not seen before in her work. In the case of the drawing
that most caught my attention, the words, now in English, formed the set THESHOWMUSTGOON.
Above it, emerged the silhouette of a smiling cow.13 It took me a while to recognize it, but eventually I
was able to associate it with the image of a brand of cheese that my daughter likes. Also, still hung on
her studio walls, there was one of her latest paintings. Near the silhouette of a dog, appeared the letters
KEEP/UPSPIRITSYOUR.14 In its tearing and rearrangement I was able to locate a type of language, or
rather a use of language, that has become part of a dominant culture. That which, in its authority and its
cruelty, denotes a regime that pretends to make us responsible for our well-being. Linguistic strategies
of the as if type that seek to anchor in us the responsibility for our destinies. As if it were one’s will that
allows life to continue or to end. I remembered those moments of pandemic when I was instructed in
those unbearable expressions intended to be declarative statements: “The show must go on”. Is this a
show? Whose show? For whom? Why must it go on? What is it that must go on? I also remembered the
fury in my friend Sonia’s eyes when, dying of cancer, someone told her to keep her spirits up, that it
would help her to recover. As if it depended on her spirits whether her cells would multiply or not. After
visiting Sylvie Fanchon’s studio, I called my sister who is an oncologist. I asked her why doctors said
such phrases. She thoughtfully replied, “Sometimes we don't have much to say, but it would certainly
be better to remain silent.”

The language, extracted from writing conventions and found in Fanchon’s drawings, allowed, as in the
Cortana series, a detachment that releases a laugh at the nonsense and obtuseness of the linguistic
operation and the existential imbalances that playing with language caused. The mismatch between
the smiling cow and the authoritarian statement created a gap. Humor appeared in it, but not without a
hint of irritation and sorrow. 

These works insist on the truth of the art work, in dismantling its pretensions and authority. Painting, so
masculine, so metaphysical, so patriarchal, can become, as in Fanchon’s practice, another thing. A
practice that is free. When Fanchon paints, she plays, has fun, enjoys herself. She is also angry, but that
does not take away the pleasure of playing and including us in it.

Sylvie Fanchon, Keep Your Spirits Up, 2023, acrylic on canvas, 40 x 50 cm. Courtesy the artist and Galerie
Maubert.

The morning I visited Sylvie Fanchon’s studio turned into afternoon. We reviewed the works she had
stored there. One by one, we went over her techniques and the reasons that had led her to making
them. She showed me the stencil shapes she keeps in a folder, where letters of various sizes, and
cartoon characters, are piled up. She generously spoke to me in English, although, after a while and
about certain things, she would switch to French. There are things that one can only say in one’s own
language. Time went by in talking not only about art, but also about our daughters—what it means to be
mothers and to be artists. About work and care. We also talked about our mothers and fathers, our
inheritances and legacies, the places where we were born, and how to live in the times we are living.
About what the pandemic did to us, and what we have lost. For Fanchon, these intimate detours are
not part of her work, but for me they are important to know when I write about her. It is only from there
that I can think about the truth. A truth that no longer pretends to be universal, not even true. Perhaps
only possible, thinkable, speakable, shareable.

Now, while thinking and writing about Sylvie Fanchon’s work, I realize that I am smiling too.

Translated from Spanish by Ana Andrade - Please contact us to request the original essay in Spanish
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reflection on truth in Sylvie

Fanchon’s painting.

Sylvie Fanchon, Sans titre (Tableau Scotch), 2014, 40 x 60 cm, Collection MAC VAL.

Helena Chávez Mac Gregor and Sylvie Fanchon, Paris, November 2022.

1.

2.

3.

4.

5.

1. Sylvie Fanchon, Untitled (The Strange Woman), 2022, wall mural, 60 x 80 cm and Sylvie
Fanchon, The Strange Woman, 2013, acrylic on canvas, 60 x 80 cm.

2. Sylvie Fanchon, BONJOURSINOUSDISCUTIONS, 2021. Blanc de Meudon (crushed chalk)
on windows, 440 x 221 cm, installation at Bétonsalon (March 2021 to March 2023).

3. Sylvie Fanchon, Sans titre (Caractères), 2009. Acrylic on canvas, 114 x 196 cm.

4. This idea follows Francis Bacon’s approach to game and the artist’s relationship with
painting: “You see, all art has now become completely a game by which man distracts
himself; and you may say it has always been like that, but now it’s entirely a game. And I think
that that is the way things have changed, and what is fascinating now is that it’s going to
become much more difficult for the artist, because he must really deepen the game to be any
good at all.” David Sylvester, La brutalidad de los hechos: entrevistas con Francis Bacon
(Polígrafa, Barcelone, 2009).

5. Sylvie Fanchon, Sylvie Fanchon (Gratitude, Beaux-Arts de Paris éditions, Paris, 2020), p.
53. Our translation from: “J’introduis une dialectique à l’aide de figures futiles, caricaturales,
issues du monde des images. C’est une ‘mise en garde’, une façon de dire ‘restons vigilants’
face à la puissance de séduction de la peinture.”

6. TOHELPYOUREMEMBER / WHATISIMPORTANT / IMSORRYIDIDNTHEARANYTHING /
IMSORRYCONNECTIONFAILED / WHATIFWECHATTED /
TELLMEWHATINEEDTOKNOWTOPROTECTYOURPRIVATELIFE

7.  Sylvie Fanchon, Keep Your Spirits Up, 2023, acrylic on canvas, 40 x 50 cm.

8. Sylvie Fanchon, Cortana (jesuisdésolée), 130 x 197 cm, acrylic on canvas, 2018. Translates
to: IMSORRYIDIDNTUNDERSTAND

9. IMSORRYIDIDNTHEARANYTHING

10. Sylvie Fanchon, SAGESFEMMES, 2017. Mural, acrylic paint, dimensions variable (height =
⅕ of length). Unique work. Reinstalled following the work’s protocol for A mains nues,
exhibition of the collection at MAC VAL, Vitry-sur-Seine, 2022.

11. Jacques Derrida, La verdad en pintura, Buenos Aires, Paídos, 2001, p. 19. In English edition:
Jacques Derrida, The Truth in Painting, Chicago, The University of Chicago Press, 1987, p. 5.

12. One of the most important aesthetic-political strategies in Latin America that demands the
safe return of those who have disappeared in the last 40 years is graphically related to the use
of silhouettes. This action has as its matrix what has been designated as the ‘Siluetazo’:
“Three visual artists: Rodolfo Aguerreberry, Julio Flores and Guillermo Kexel, devised the
action and brought the proposal to the Mothers and Grandmothers of Plaza de Mayo, in
Buenos Aires, as well as to different social and human rights organizations. A few months
before the end of the military regime, on September 21, 1983, within the framework of the III
Resistance March, the organizers improvised an open-air workshop and, using stencils,
began to outline human silhouettes on paper, which they then pasted vertically on the walls of
the surrounding buildings, on top of other existing posters, on trees, etc. Following this
gesture, the public’s appropriation was immediate. Hundreds of demonstrators provided other
materials for making silhouettes, “putting up their bodies” to be outlined, adding them to those
already put up by the organizers.” Florencia Battiti, El Siluetzo at:
https://muac.unam.mx/exposicion/el-siluetazo

13. Sylvie Fanchon, Cortana (jemappellecortana) and Cortana (quepuisjefairepourvous), both
50 x 70 cm, acrylic on canvas, 2018. Translates to:
MYNAMEISCORTANA/WHATCANIDOFORYOU

14. Sylvie Fanchon, title unknown (THESHOWMUSTGOON), 2022, pencil on paper.
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Sylvie Fanchon según Helena Chávez Mac Gregor

JESUISDESOLEEJENAIPASCOMPRIS. Una reflexión 
sobre la verdad en la pintura de Sylvie 
Fanchon.

Tiempo de lectura 35’

Helena Chávez Mac Gregor y Sylvie Fanchon, Paris, noviembre 2022.

Tengo un sueño recurrente en el que hablo con un amigo en francés. Él es francófono. Fuera de la vida onírica nos comu-

nicamos en español y en inglés, pero siempre que sueño con él hablamos en francés. Inevitablemente el sueño dura sólo 

unos pocos segundos, aquello que alcanzo a decir antes de que se me agoten las palabras. Muchas veces despierto con 

la boca trabada. 

Debería hablar francés, pero no lo hablo. Lo estudié de niña y luego de adolescente. En la universidad estudié filosofía 

y, como finalmente me incliné a trabajar sobre estética y política, terminé leyendo tratados interminables en esa lengua, 

pero de hablarlo, nada. 

La primera pintura que vi de Sylvie Fanchon fue un bicromo blanco y negro. El fondo negro, con unas figuras en blanco 

que recordaban a las formas de una representación de animales en caricatura. Un perro, o ser de cuatro patas, andando 

con la cabeza alta en el lado derecho inferior del cuadro y un pajarito regordete recargado sobre una franja blanca de 

pintura hecha en un brochazo en la que se amontonaban una serie de letras en negro hechas en esténcil que formaban el 

conjunto de signos: JESUISDESOLEEJENAIPASCOMPRIS1.  



I have a recurring dream, in which I talk to a friend in French. He is a French speaker. Outside the oneiric
realm we communicate in Spanish and English. But every time I dream about him, we speak in French.
Inevitably, the dream lasts only a few seconds, as long as I manage to speak before I run out of words.
Many times, I wake up with my mouth stuck. 

I should speak French, but I don’t. I studied it as a child and later as a teenager. In college, I studied
philosophy and, as I finally chose to work on aesthetics and politics, I ended up reading endless
treatises in that language. But I don’t speak it at all. 

The first painting I saw by Sylvie Fanchon was a black and white bichrome. On a black background,
white figures recall the shapes of cartoon representations of animals. A dog, or some four-legged being,
walks with its head up on the bottom right side of the painting and a plump little bird leans on a strip of
white paint made in one brushstroke, on which a series of black letters made in stencil are piled up to
form a set of signs: JESUISDESOLEEJENAIPASCOMPRIS.1

Sylvie Fanchon, Cortana (jesuidésolée), 2018, acrylic on canvas, twice 130 x 197 cm. View of the exhibition "Je
m'appelle Cortana," Frac Franche-Comté, Besançon, 2018-2019, Collection Musée d'Art Moderne de la Ville de
Paris.

I stared at the painting for a long time, putting the letters together and forming the words. I didn’t
manage to form the sentence right away, I had to try several times, using punctuation marks: Je-suis-
désolée, je-n’ai-pas-compris. It didn’t seem like a conundrum, but the work forced me to go slowly,
perhaps at the same speed that my brain processes the language. I clumsily read the painting. Out of
context the phrase didn’t say much, or said so much that I couldn’t place it either. However, the
anchorage with the other characters made it less dense. I wondered if the intention of the use of
language in the painting was political, as in the work of so many other Francophone artists, where
language is a critical or agitational device—Guy Debord, Claire Fontaine, Thierry Geoffroy—; if it was an
exercise concerning the ego—Ben Vautier—, or if it was more of a poetic inclination—René Magritte,
Francis Alÿs. Inevitably, the phrase Soleil Politique from Marcel Broodthaers’ work came to my mind,
perhaps because it was the reference that once hung in a reproduction in my house. I forced myself to
concentrate and cling to find the expression of a brushstroke, to feel the color in the painting. After
several minutes of pretending to contemplate, I laughed. I laughed at myself and how difficult it is for
me to understand painting. I was surprised at how uncomfortable it made me feel not knowing where to
stand, how grumpy my clumsiness made me. I looked at the letters again and read out loud
JESUISDESOLEEJENAIPASCOMPRIS.

My encounter with Sylvie Fanchon’s work began with a detour, discovering her from some of the
spaces that her work inhabits, in and around Paris—the city where she lives. It began in the suburbs, at
La Galerie, centre d’art contemporain de Noisy-le-Sec in the Seine-Saint-Denis department, where the
exhibition “Hedy Lamarr. The Strange Woman” included two small paintings by Fanchon. A bichrome
with a blue background and orange stripes forming the phrase The Strange Woman, title taken from the
eponymous 1946 film starring Hedy Lamarr. And the other piece, with the same inscription, but in a
different font and carved in the white wall in such a way that the color contrast between the
background and the shape was so faint that it almost went unnoticed.2

Sylvie Fanchon, Sans titre (The Strange Woman), 2022, in situ mural, 60 x 80 cm. Production La Galerie,
centre d’art contemporain de Noisy-le-Sec. Courtesy the artist and Galerie Maubert, Paris © Adagp, Paris,
2022.

Exhibition views of "Hedy Lamarr - The Strange Woman", 2022, La Galerie, center d'art contemporain de
Noisy-le-Sec. Photos: © Salim Santa Lucia, 2022.

Sylvie Fanchon, VEUILLEZNINDIQUERAUCUNEINFORMATIONPERSONNELLE, 2023, Blanc de Meudon
on glass, 440 x 221 cm. Sentences written on the windows of Bétonsalon from March 2021 to March 2023,
Bétonsalon, Paris. Photo : Antonin Horquin.

Sylvie Fanchon, JESUISDESOLEEJENAIRIENENTENDU, 2023, Blanc de Meudon on glass, 440 x 221 cm.
Sentences written on the windows of Bétonsalon from March 2021 to March 2023, Bétonsalon, Paris.
Photo : Bétonsalon.

Next, in the 13th arrondissement of Paris, I visited Bétonsalon - Centre d'art et de recherche. On the
external facade there is a permanent installation, or semi-permanent— because the nature of the
material makes it ephemeral. There, on the glass surface, using a layer of watered-down Blanc de
Meudon (a kind of white paint made with crushed chalk with an earthy texture), the letters
JESUISDE/SOLEEJE/NAIRIEN/ENTENDU3 appear as negative unpainted space on four glass panels
with circular strokes that recall the movement made when cleaning windows.4

Later, again in the suburbs, at the MAC VAL, Musée d'art contemporain du Val-de-Marne in the town
of Vitry-sur-Seine, I found a huge mural with a black background and ‘flesh’-colored stripes—a color
that clearly does not exist as there is no flesh color as such, but I would not know how to name it;
maybe something between pink, brown and sand, but which my head instantly defined as ‘flesh’
colored, irritating me with the racist persistency of language. Diagonal stripes of the same width ran
across the wall beginning and ending in a ripped cut, evidencing the methodology, an adhesive tape
stencil.5 On the left side from top to bottom it reads:

S
A
G
E
S
F
E
M
M
E
S

Sages femmes literally means ‘wise women’, but in French it is the way midwives are named. These
words coincide with the artist’s initials. Sylvie Fanchon / Sages Femmes / S.F. Was this way of signing
her work a coincidence? Could it be a way of establishing a link with a secret community of women?

Sylvie Fanchon, SAGESFEMMES, 2017, exhibition view of "A mains nues", exhibition of the collection, MAC
VAL, Vitry-sur-Seine, 2022.

My detour ended in the heart of the city, at the fine arts school, in an office of the École nationale des
beaux-arts de Paris. I had never been in such a beautiful art school—so loaded in history. There, a
painting by Fanchon was waiting for me. A canvas with a sky-blue background—was it more like light
blue? Why is it so hard for me to identify and name colors?—with a small red cartoon figure in the
center.6 It was the silhouette of a dog that I had seen many times as a child. I could not remember
which cartoon it came from. I recognized the image, but could not place it in a specific context. It
aroused a certain tenderness in me, but I had no emotional attachment to it either. Now, while writing
this, I discover on Google, under the search “old dogs in cartoons”, that the character’s name is Droopy
and it is a Metro-Goldwyn-Mayer character.

Sylvie Fanchon, Sans titre (Caractères), 2009, acrylic on canvas, 114 x 196 cm. Collection Beaux-arts de Paris,
MU 12 669.

I usually write about

artists that I know

well or that I have

worked with for a long

time.

In this detour, besides intuiting the themes, rhythms, continuities and insistences in Fanchon’s work, I
came across something I did not expect. Every time someone asked me what I was doing in Paris, and I
replied that I had come to see Sylvie Fanchon’s work, something changed in the look and the gesture of
those who questioned me. A smile that awakened the face. It was something subtle, as if the bodies
were relieved, as if they regained a moment of contentment. The first time I noticed it, I was curious,
but, in the repetition of the gesture, I found relief too. 

I usually write about artists that I know well or that I have worked with for a long time. Besides a caution
against finding myself in situations where I need to force ideas, to try to say something meaningful
about a work I do not really like, I suppose it is also a provision so that I don’t end up working with, or on
the practice of, people I don’t feel comfortable with. I spent ten years of my life researching a French
philosopher and when I finally met him it was so disappointing that it left me with no room for
serendipity.  When I was invited to write about Sylvie Fanchon my first impulse was to say no, apart
from the aforementioned reservations, I prefer not to write about painting. It’s not that I don’t like it, but
I feel somehow surpassed and overtaken by it. However, there was something about Fanchon’s work
that made me curious. This, and the collapse of certainties that the pandemic left behind, prompted me
to suspend my rules. A few months earlier, an invitation to present at a conference in Johannesburg,
which I couldn’t refuse, led me to investigate the work of Frida Kahlo. Focusing on a series of self-
portraits, I discovered a marvelous pictorial world that opened up questions, which left me intrigued
and wanting more. So,  I said yes to the task. Fortunately, the desire to look at other things, to think
about other ideas, to learn more about painting, to write about women who paint, was stronger. From
these detours and accompanied by the smiles of those who heard her name, I began to delve into
Sylvie Fanchon’s work.

Sylvie Fanchon, Sans titre (Glory), 2020, 2020, acrylic on canvas, 40 x 60 cm. Courtesy the artist and
Galerie Maubert.

Sylvie Fanchon, exhibition view "SYLVIEFANCHON.COM", Galerie Maubert, 2021. Courtesy the artist and
Galerie Maubert.

Sylvie Fanchon thought that if her career stumbled, it was not because she was a woman but because
she was not good enough, or maybe because at the end of the twentieth century and the beginning of
the twenty-first, nobody cared about painting anymore. However, when I finally spoke with her, she
said that she now realizes that her career was determined or at least marked by the fact of being a
woman. Could that be the reason why I did not know her? Because she is a painter? Because she is
French? Or because she is a woman? Fanchon is not particularly concerned with positioning herself in a
history of women’s art, nor in a feminist production. However, I do wonder what women’s painting is.
How women place themselves in a tradition, a medium that has been masculine for centuries; where
the plots, gestures, and values have not only been created by men but created by a fully patriarchal
logic and dynamics. Painting, as John Berger said, imposed specific ways of seeing, which kept a
complicity with capitalism—as much as with the objectification of women. After decades, in which this
has been pointed out, are there other ways of seeing and producing today? Other ways of painting?
Can one continue painting after dismantling the metaphysical, sexist and capitalist logics of the
medium?

Sylvie Fanchon, Sans titre (Tableaux Scotch), 2016, 50 x 70 cm.
Courtesy the artist and Galerie Maubert.

Sylvie Fanchon, Sans titre (Tableaux Scotch), 2016, 50 x 70 cm.
Courtesy the artist and Galerie Maubert.

Sylvie Fanchon, Sans titre (Fantôme), 2015, 50 x 60 cm. Collections
FRAC-Artothèque Nouvelle-Aquitaine. © Adagp, Paris. Photo :
Frédérique Avril.

Fanchon assumes the

death of painting with

the grace of being out

of time.

Sylvie Fanchon sits on the history of art and laughs, not without anger, at the pretensions of
sacredness, interiority and contemplation of painting. She also laughs at the aspiration to change the
world with art. She seeks truth with painting, but perhaps, unlike other artists, she does not seek truth
in the painting, nor truth in painting. This last proposition, which Derrida attributes to Cézanne, reminds
us of the knot we are in: 

That which pertains [a trait à] to the thing itself. By reason of the power ascribed to
painting (the power of direct reproduction or restitution, adequation or transparency,
etc.), “the truth in painting,” in the French language which is not a painting, could mean
and be understood as: truth itself restored, in person, without mediation, makeup, mask,
or veil. In other words, the true truth or the truth of the truth, restituted in its power of
restitution, truth looking sufficiently like itself to escape any misprision, any illusion; and
even any representation–but sufficiently divided already to resemble, produce, or
engender itself twice over, in accordance with the two genitives: truth of truth and truth
of truth.7

Truth in painting, in this double genitive, was undoubtedly the philosophical obsession of the medium.
Painting comes to Fanchon when it is already mortally wounded. Although this does not mean its end, it
does entail the decline of metaphysical aspirations in it. Thus, Fanchon’s questioning does not seem to
be an ontological inquiry but a material one. She suggests remaining cautious before the power of
fascination and enchantment of painting, and to do this, she establishes three limits from which to
work: surface, color and form. With these three elements, which are modified throughout more than
four decades of her career, the artist experiments to produce truth in painting. In the painting, in her
painting, in every painting. Her work is to insist, almost obsessively, on these components without ever
returning to a field determined by the artist’s technical, expressive or intuitive genius in the classical
sense of painting tradition, nor to the cold purism of the medium. Here, there is a pictorial research of
the first order, which is within the history of painting itself, but already outside its teleology. 

Sylvie Fanchon does not make abstract or expressionist painting; she is neither conceptual nor lyrical.
Hers is a production that insists on investigating color and form without ever forgetting the delimitation
that allows the existence of that work. The space—the canvas, wall or glass—is not a window, but
rather a surface. There is something in this search that frees us from the pressures of painting, that
relieves. She does not see herself as a feminist artist, but to me it is refreshing to find a woman’s
painting that does not follow the male mandate, that neither imitates it nor assumes the place
historically designated to female painters. Fanchon assumes the death of painting with the grace of
being out of time. Therefore, rather than aiming on geniality, she plays. She establishes a series of rules
to play and, from there, to unfold the possibilities of truth present in her paintings. Playing is not a banal
nor a complementary activity, it is perhaps the resource that remains once the historical pathos of
painting is broken.8

Sylvie Fanchon, Sans titre, 1994, 130 × 162 cm. Courtesy the artist. Sylvie Fanchon, Sans titre, 1994, 130 × 162 cm. Courtesy the artist. Sylvie Fanchon, Sans titre, 1994, 130 × 162 cm. Courtesy the artist.

Going back to the elements of her work, from the beginning of Fanchon’s career, in the late eighties, we
find that her research is delimited by the surface. She builds from the plane, tracing the area that
determines a working space. The frame, the edge in her work, because it lacks ornament, is not an
exterior but a limit. In choosing not to adorn it she creates a two-dimensional space. It is interesting
how this limit changes in her work. Although in many of her pieces this is determined by the canvas,
there is also an exploration that takes it to the wall, where the surface expands. Likewise, there are the
glass panels where she explores other materialities, but in which she insists on the condition of the
plane as surface. Fanchon’s painting plays with scale and with the functions of the work. In the sense
the canvas has historically had, her pieces can be interior—inside a gallery, museum, house—or exterior
—the street, the public space. In both cases, interestingly, the rules of the work remain constant.
Fanchon does not modify her execution in the face of the pedagogical or spectacular possibilities
offered by muralism or street facade.  

Her work, contained in this delimited space, focuses on the tension between color and form. On the one
hand, in terms of color, she always works with bichrome, creating visual games between two colors.
This is perhaps to mark a certain affinity with minimalism, but refusing to endow with a single color
alone the weight of an individual object. Her experimentation proposes composition games. Even if the
viewer only sees two colors, in reality, there are several colors contained in the work. With the colors,
the artist seeks neither the creation of density, nor of light, nor of dimensions. Nor does she pretend to
affirm the medium as an instance of visual purism, much less to express or provoke feelings; her artistic
practice lies in pointing out the game of what appears in between. In their crossing, their opposition,
their tension.

Sylvie Fanchon, Sans titre (Accrochages), 2011, acrylic on canvas,
twice 130 x 196 cm. Exhibition view "SF à Sète", CRAC Sète, 2012.
Collection FRAC Franche-Comté.

Sylvie Fanchon, exhibition view "SF à Sète", CRAC Sète, 2012. Sylvie Fanchon, exhibition view, Galerie Bernard Jordan, Paris, 2007.
Courtesy the artist.

Sylvie Fanchon, Motifs, 2005, 60 x 82 cm. Courtesy the artist and
Galerie Maubert.

Sylvie Fanchon, Monochrome décoratif bleu et rouge, 2009, 114 x
162 cm. Collections FRAC Corse, © Adagp, Paris.

Sylvie Fanchon, Sans titre (Caractères), 2010, 50 x 65 cm. Courtesy
the artist and Galerie Maubert.

In Fanchon’s work, the

silhouette figures

operate as

appropriations and

copies of symbols,

letters and figures.

There, the third element in her work emerges, the form. Although Fanchon works with representations,
they do not seek a realism that allows affirming the thing’s truth. There is no substitution or mediation;
on the contrary, her forms are appropriations of signs removed from their contexts. Fanchon’s forms are
silhouettes, and there is much that is uncanny in them since, at least in my Latin American tradition,
they are reminiscent of the graphic-political exercises that pointed to missing people.9 The silhouette is
that which appears in the place of the disappeared. That moment taken from children’s games of
drawing the outline of a body lying on the ground, going around its silhouette and then removing it to
keep its double. Sometimes we are left with only the double. The silhouettes in Fanchon’s work are
produced with stencils, a methodology associated with street painting such as graffiti or in artistic-
activist practices where the stencil is used to create repetitions in hurried situations, and where the
technique does not matter and the ideal of the original is not pursued. In Fanchon’s work, the silhouette
figures operate as appropriations and copies of symbols, letters and figures. These silhouettes are
recognizable, but they are distorted and their meaning, therefore, deferred. 

In the 1990s, the forms that emerged from her bichrome were geometric or architectural figures,
squares and rectangles that could be the outline of a house or a plan for the construction of an object
(Untitled, 1994); later they became botanical motifs, the outlines of some sort of plants and grass
(Untitled, 2007), but also decorative ornaments such as frames of different shapes, sizes and colors
(Untitled, 2008), busts that resemble old sculptures or unformed stains (Untitled, Aspects 2012) or
haircuts of long and stylish hair (Untitled, 2017). In Fanchon’s work these depicted ornaments—
decoration and  adornment —detach what has historically been taken in painting as that which is
additive, external to the representation of the object, to put it in the center, to make the whole painting,
and the truth that it can produce about it. In the 2000s, the silhouettes shifted from the outline of
animals (Untitled, Aspects, 2012; Untitled, Tableaux bêtes, 2009) to those of cartoon characters,
(Untitled, Caractères, 2010). This allows another game that intervenes in the pictorial tradition in that it
introduces humor from these figures devoid of any drama or expressiveness. They are not the
characters in vogue or belonging specifically to French culture. They are, rather, elements of a vaguely
common, standard, global culture. I show them to my six-year-old daughter and she can recognize the
outlines of them—a bird, a dog, a coyote—but she doesn’t know the specific references. This is where
Fanchon’s work operates, in being able to sit in the history of painting to play and warn: “I introduce a
dialectic with the help of futile, caricatural figures from the world of images. It is a 'warning', a way of
saying 'let us remain vigilant' in the face of the seductive power of painting.”10

Sylvie Fanchon, Architecture, 1994, 50 x 150 cm. Courtesy the artist and Galerie Maubert.

Sylvie Fanchon, Sans titre, 1995, 50 × 73 cm. Courtesy the artist.

In this same sense, language appears in her work. With it, she does not intend to dictate the truth or her
truth, nor to propagate a slogan, nor postulate, much less to communicate a feeling or idea. Language
is again a symbol that she appropriates in order to disavow it of its power. Without spelling or grammar,
she gets on language’s nerves. As she puts letters together, unfollowing writing conventions, the
referent becomes strange, ambiguous. 

Although Fanchon’s body of work, after more than four decades dedicated to painting, is very
extensive and complex, it seems to me that these are the elements that delimit her universe. As if they
were the components and rules with which she decided to play and establish a game with the viewer. It
is from there that she sits in the history of painting, she is in it, but also beyond it. Her truth no longer has
to do with validating a tradition, but with finding the logic and rigor of her own operation. She does it
seriously but not without grace, she is constantly laughing at us and at herself.

A few months ago, I was at a friend’s house with our respective children. The children were playing
while we were talking. Their game was a sort of dance contest, where each one of them could play their
favorite song. I hadn’t paid much attention to how the game operated, until the screaming made me
realize that part of it had to do with which of them Alexa obeyed. Each child was shouting a song to
Alexa, Amazon’s virtual assistant, to play. The voices were getting louder and louder, and the children’s
tone became aggressive as she didn’t recognize what they were saying. After a few minutes of
watching the show, I stopped to tell them not to yell at her. It annoyed me to see how they were talking
to a woman, even if it was a simulation of one. Why is it that all virtual assistants have a woman’s name
and voice? Does that insist on women’s labor in care work ? Does the cold and aggressive tone with
which we relate to them validate in children the very possibility of violence towards us? I wondered all
this as I helplessly watched how my friend’s son yelled, “Alexa, turn off”.

Sylvie Fanchon, (bonjourjesuisicipourvousaidez), 2018 , acrylic on canvas, 120 x 240 cm. Courtesy the artist
and Galerie Maubert.

Sylvie Fanchon, Cortana (quepuisjefairepourvous), 2018, acrylic on canvas, 50 x 70 cm. Courtesy the artist
and Galerie Maubert.

JEMAPPELLECORTANA/QUEPUISJEFAIREPOURVOUS.11 It is 2014, and Sylvie Fanchon comes across
a new artificial intelligence service automatically downloaded to her phone. Her name is Cortana, and
she introduces herself as Microsoft’s “personal productivity assistant”. She helps users find sites of
interest, social networks and services. She does so, like almost all such forms of artificial intelligence,
using a helpful tone—available in several languages—and by asking questions that, in their logical
simplicity and linguistic awkwardness, become existential queries.

Cortana is originally the name of an ancient Scandinavian sword, which was used to name the artificial
intelligence character in the Halo universe. There, Cortana is built by cloning a woman’s brain, although
she has no physical form—she is just a voice. In the game, Cortana was designed for espionage and
infiltration purposes. She is described as an intelligent and lively “being” with a sense of humor. She is
loyal to humans, perhaps because she herself is a clone. Therefore, to create a personal digital
assistant, Microsoft has used the character of that saga, and intends to propose a more personal
service, which can compete with Siri or Alexa. Its most remarkable function, we are informed, is that
she allows you to remember things. You can tell Cortana to remind you of anything. 

Fanchon uses the phrases that this operating system has thrown at her. With them she has built the
Cortana series since 2017. Words are the central characters of the pictorial spaces in this series. Their
appearance in the game of bichrome is produced with templates, stencils in this case of letters, which
allow its precise production. It is not the artist’s handwriting, it is a common typeface, that can be
replicated uniformly in the different pieces of the series. Cortana’s sentences are appropriated and
reproduced by Fanchon, always appearing in capital letters and without punctuation. Thus, there is no
indication marking the beginning or end of each word. The mechanicity of language in the operating
system works in its pictorial decomposition as a creator of estrangement.
POURVOUSAIDERAVOUSRAPPELER/CEQUIESTIMPORTANT/
JESUISDESOLEEJENAIRIENENTENDU/JESUISDESOLEECONNEXIONIMPOSSIBLE/
ETSINOUSDISCUTIONS/DITESMOICEQUEJEDEVRAISSAVOIRAFINDEPROTEGERVOTREVIEPRIVEE.

Sylvie Fanchon, Cortana (voicidesexemples), 2018, acrylic on canvas,
100 x 160 cm. Courtesy the artist and Galerie Maubert.

Sylvie Fanchon, Cortana (voiciunexemple...), 2018, acrylic on canvas,
100 x 160 cm. Collection Frac Franche-Comté, Besançon.

Sylvie Fanchon, Cortana (Echange), 2018, acrylic on canvas, 100 x
160 cm. Courtesy the artist Galerie Maubert.

The figures chosen by Sylvie Fanchon, whether animal forms or letters, do not pretend to be
representational but serve as a cultural and epistemological index, perhaps a punctum in a moment of
the world. On the surface of her painting appears the absurdity of representation and truth in artificial
intelligence. It would be funny if it were not grim. AI has come to stay, Fanchon’s Cortana paintings will
be a reminder to beware of the enchantments of them.

The language Cortana uses is one of those futile silhouettes drawn from our world of representation, the
appropriate double of our shared culture’s absent referent. In its simplicity, Fanchon shows us, with
delicacy and humor, that there is no natural principle. This allows us a joyful detachment from
metaphysics. The beauty in Fanchon’s work is not in the truth in painting, in relation to the thing or
being, but in the joy of having freed ourselves from it. With it the true truth, the truth of truth, has been
broken. 

Painting, so

masculine, so

metaphysical, so

patriarchal, can

become, as in

Fanchon’s practice,

another thing. A

practice that is free.

When I first met Sylvie Fanchon, she had stopped painting. She told me so without sadness. She was
done, at least at that time, with it. She kindly showed me the drawings she was making. Besides the
dimensions and texture of working on paper, perhaps the most significant difference from her painting
was that of the game of colors produced between the color of the surface itself, white, and the pencil
that colored the paper in different tones and intensities of gray. 

In these drawings, there were phrases that I had not seen before in her work. In the case of the drawing
that most caught my attention, the words, now in English, formed the set THESHOWMUSTGOON.
Above it, emerged the silhouette of a smiling cow.13 It took me a while to recognize it, but eventually I
was able to associate it with the image of a brand of cheese that my daughter likes. Also, still hung on
her studio walls, there was one of her latest paintings. Near the silhouette of a dog, appeared the letters
KEEP/UPSPIRITSYOUR.14 In its tearing and rearrangement I was able to locate a type of language, or
rather a use of language, that has become part of a dominant culture. That which, in its authority and its
cruelty, denotes a regime that pretends to make us responsible for our well-being. Linguistic strategies
of the as if type that seek to anchor in us the responsibility for our destinies. As if it were one’s will that
allows life to continue or to end. I remembered those moments of pandemic when I was instructed in
those unbearable expressions intended to be declarative statements: “The show must go on”. Is this a
show? Whose show? For whom? Why must it go on? What is it that must go on? I also remembered the
fury in my friend Sonia’s eyes when, dying of cancer, someone told her to keep her spirits up, that it
would help her to recover. As if it depended on her spirits whether her cells would multiply or not. After
visiting Sylvie Fanchon’s studio, I called my sister who is an oncologist. I asked her why doctors said
such phrases. She thoughtfully replied, “Sometimes we don't have much to say, but it would certainly
be better to remain silent.”

The language, extracted from writing conventions and found in Fanchon’s drawings, allowed, as in the
Cortana series, a detachment that releases a laugh at the nonsense and obtuseness of the linguistic
operation and the existential imbalances that playing with language caused. The mismatch between
the smiling cow and the authoritarian statement created a gap. Humor appeared in it, but not without a
hint of irritation and sorrow. 

These works insist on the truth of the art work, in dismantling its pretensions and authority. Painting, so
masculine, so metaphysical, so patriarchal, can become, as in Fanchon’s practice, another thing. A
practice that is free. When Fanchon paints, she plays, has fun, enjoys herself. She is also angry, but that
does not take away the pleasure of playing and including us in it.

Sylvie Fanchon, Keep Your Spirits Up, 2023, acrylic on canvas, 40 x 50 cm. Courtesy the artist and Galerie
Maubert.

The morning I visited Sylvie Fanchon’s studio turned into afternoon. We reviewed the works she had
stored there. One by one, we went over her techniques and the reasons that had led her to making
them. She showed me the stencil shapes she keeps in a folder, where letters of various sizes, and
cartoon characters, are piled up. She generously spoke to me in English, although, after a while and
about certain things, she would switch to French. There are things that one can only say in one’s own
language. Time went by in talking not only about art, but also about our daughters—what it means to be
mothers and to be artists. About work and care. We also talked about our mothers and fathers, our
inheritances and legacies, the places where we were born, and how to live in the times we are living.
About what the pandemic did to us, and what we have lost. For Fanchon, these intimate detours are
not part of her work, but for me they are important to know when I write about her. It is only from there
that I can think about the truth. A truth that no longer pretends to be universal, not even true. Perhaps
only possible, thinkable, speakable, shareable.

Now, while thinking and writing about Sylvie Fanchon’s work, I realize that I am smiling too.

Translated from Spanish by Ana Andrade - Please contact us to request the original essay in Spanish
Published in May 2023

Sylvie Fanchon according to Helena Chávez Mac Gregor Reading time 35’

JESUISDESOLEEJENAIPASCOMPRIS. A

reflection on truth in Sylvie

Fanchon’s painting.

Sylvie Fanchon, Sans titre (Tableau Scotch), 2014, 40 x 60 cm, Collection MAC VAL.

Helena Chávez Mac Gregor and Sylvie Fanchon, Paris, November 2022.
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1. Sylvie Fanchon, Untitled (The Strange Woman), 2022, wall mural, 60 x 80 cm and Sylvie
Fanchon, The Strange Woman, 2013, acrylic on canvas, 60 x 80 cm.

2. Sylvie Fanchon, BONJOURSINOUSDISCUTIONS, 2021. Blanc de Meudon (crushed chalk)
on windows, 440 x 221 cm, installation at Bétonsalon (March 2021 to March 2023).

3. Sylvie Fanchon, Sans titre (Caractères), 2009. Acrylic on canvas, 114 x 196 cm.

4. This idea follows Francis Bacon’s approach to game and the artist’s relationship with
painting: “You see, all art has now become completely a game by which man distracts
himself; and you may say it has always been like that, but now it’s entirely a game. And I think
that that is the way things have changed, and what is fascinating now is that it’s going to
become much more difficult for the artist, because he must really deepen the game to be any
good at all.” David Sylvester, La brutalidad de los hechos: entrevistas con Francis Bacon
(Polígrafa, Barcelone, 2009).

5. Sylvie Fanchon, Sylvie Fanchon (Gratitude, Beaux-Arts de Paris éditions, Paris, 2020), p.
53. Our translation from: “J’introduis une dialectique à l’aide de figures futiles, caricaturales,
issues du monde des images. C’est une ‘mise en garde’, une façon de dire ‘restons vigilants’
face à la puissance de séduction de la peinture.”

6. TOHELPYOUREMEMBER / WHATISIMPORTANT / IMSORRYIDIDNTHEARANYTHING /
IMSORRYCONNECTIONFAILED / WHATIFWECHATTED /
TELLMEWHATINEEDTOKNOWTOPROTECTYOURPRIVATELIFE

7.  Sylvie Fanchon, Keep Your Spirits Up, 2023, acrylic on canvas, 40 x 50 cm.

8. Sylvie Fanchon, Cortana (jesuisdésolée), 130 x 197 cm, acrylic on canvas, 2018. Translates
to: IMSORRYIDIDNTUNDERSTAND

9. IMSORRYIDIDNTHEARANYTHING

10. Sylvie Fanchon, SAGESFEMMES, 2017. Mural, acrylic paint, dimensions variable (height =
⅕ of length). Unique work. Reinstalled following the work’s protocol for A mains nues,
exhibition of the collection at MAC VAL, Vitry-sur-Seine, 2022.

11. Jacques Derrida, La verdad en pintura, Buenos Aires, Paídos, 2001, p. 19. In English edition:
Jacques Derrida, The Truth in Painting, Chicago, The University of Chicago Press, 1987, p. 5.

12. One of the most important aesthetic-political strategies in Latin America that demands the
safe return of those who have disappeared in the last 40 years is graphically related to the use
of silhouettes. This action has as its matrix what has been designated as the ‘Siluetazo’:
“Three visual artists: Rodolfo Aguerreberry, Julio Flores and Guillermo Kexel, devised the
action and brought the proposal to the Mothers and Grandmothers of Plaza de Mayo, in
Buenos Aires, as well as to different social and human rights organizations. A few months
before the end of the military regime, on September 21, 1983, within the framework of the III
Resistance March, the organizers improvised an open-air workshop and, using stencils,
began to outline human silhouettes on paper, which they then pasted vertically on the walls of
the surrounding buildings, on top of other existing posters, on trees, etc. Following this
gesture, the public’s appropriation was immediate. Hundreds of demonstrators provided other
materials for making silhouettes, “putting up their bodies” to be outlined, adding them to those
already put up by the organizers.” Florencia Battiti, El Siluetzo at:
https://muac.unam.mx/exposicion/el-siluetazo

13. Sylvie Fanchon, Cortana (jemappellecortana) and Cortana (quepuisjefairepourvous), both
50 x 70 cm, acrylic on canvas, 2018. Translates to:
MYNAMEISCORTANA/WHATCANIDOFORYOU

14. Sylvie Fanchon, title unknown (THESHOWMUSTGOON), 2022, pencil on paper.
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Tengo Me quede mucho tiempo mirando, juntaba las letras y formaba las palabras. No fue inmediato que pude hacer la 

frase, tuve que intentar varias veces. Je-suis-desolée, Je-nai-pas-compris. No parecía ningún enigma, pero la obra me 

obligaba a ir lento, quizá a la misma velocidad que mi cerebro procesa la lengua. Leía la pintura de manera torpe. Fuera de 

contexto la frase no decía mucho, o decía tanto que tampoco la podía situar. Sin embargo, el anclaje con los otros perso-

najes le quitaba densidad. Me pregunté si la intención del uso del lenguaje en la pintura sería política, como en la obra de 

tantos otros artistas francófonos, en que la lengua es un dispositivo crítico o de agitación —Guy Debord, Claire Fontaine, 

Thierry Geoffroy—; si sería un ejercicio concerniente al ego —Ben Vautier—, o, si más bien tendría una inclinación poética 

—René Magritte, Francis Alÿs. Sin poder evitarlo, me venía a la cabeza la frase Soleil Politique, quizá por ser el referente 

de la obra de Marcel Broodthaer en una reproducción que alguna vez colgó en mi casa. Me forzaba a concentrarme y me 

aferré a encontrar la expresión de un brochazo, a sentir el color en la pintura. Después de varios minutos de pretender 

contemplar, me reí. Me reí de mí misma y de lo difícil que me resulta entender la pintura. Me sorprendió lo mucho que 

me incomodó no saber dónde situarme, el malhumor que me produjo mi torpeza. Volví a ver las letras y leí en voz alta 

JESUISDESOLEEJENAIPASCOMPRIS.

Mi encuentro con la obra de Sylvie Fanchon comenzó por un rodeo; por descubrirla desde algunos de los espacios 

en los que habita en Paris —ciudad en la que vive— y sus alrededores. Comenzó por las afueras, en La Galerie Centre 

d’art Contemporain de Noisy Le Sec del departamento de la Seine-Saint-Denis donde la exposición “Hedy Lamarr. 

The Strange Woman” incluía dos pequeñas pinturas de Fanchon: un bicromo en fondo azul y unas franjas color naranja 

donde aparecía la frase The Strange Women y, la otra pieza, con la misma inscripción, pero tallada a muro de un modo 

en que el contraste de color entre el fondo y la figura era tan tenue que casi pasaba desapercibida2.



I have a recurring dream, in which I talk to a friend in French. He is a French speaker. Outside the oneiric
realm we communicate in Spanish and English. But every time I dream about him, we speak in French.
Inevitably, the dream lasts only a few seconds, as long as I manage to speak before I run out of words.
Many times, I wake up with my mouth stuck. 

I should speak French, but I don’t. I studied it as a child and later as a teenager. In college, I studied
philosophy and, as I finally chose to work on aesthetics and politics, I ended up reading endless
treatises in that language. But I don’t speak it at all. 

The first painting I saw by Sylvie Fanchon was a black and white bichrome. On a black background,
white figures recall the shapes of cartoon representations of animals. A dog, or some four-legged being,
walks with its head up on the bottom right side of the painting and a plump little bird leans on a strip of
white paint made in one brushstroke, on which a series of black letters made in stencil are piled up to
form a set of signs: JESUISDESOLEEJENAIPASCOMPRIS.1

Sylvie Fanchon, Cortana (jesuidésolée), 2018, acrylic on canvas, twice 130 x 197 cm. View of the exhibition "Je
m'appelle Cortana," Frac Franche-Comté, Besançon, 2018-2019, Collection Musée d'Art Moderne de la Ville de
Paris.

I stared at the painting for a long time, putting the letters together and forming the words. I didn’t
manage to form the sentence right away, I had to try several times, using punctuation marks: Je-suis-
désolée, je-n’ai-pas-compris. It didn’t seem like a conundrum, but the work forced me to go slowly,
perhaps at the same speed that my brain processes the language. I clumsily read the painting. Out of
context the phrase didn’t say much, or said so much that I couldn’t place it either. However, the
anchorage with the other characters made it less dense. I wondered if the intention of the use of
language in the painting was political, as in the work of so many other Francophone artists, where
language is a critical or agitational device—Guy Debord, Claire Fontaine, Thierry Geoffroy—; if it was an
exercise concerning the ego—Ben Vautier—, or if it was more of a poetic inclination—René Magritte,
Francis Alÿs. Inevitably, the phrase Soleil Politique from Marcel Broodthaers’ work came to my mind,
perhaps because it was the reference that once hung in a reproduction in my house. I forced myself to
concentrate and cling to find the expression of a brushstroke, to feel the color in the painting. After
several minutes of pretending to contemplate, I laughed. I laughed at myself and how difficult it is for
me to understand painting. I was surprised at how uncomfortable it made me feel not knowing where to
stand, how grumpy my clumsiness made me. I looked at the letters again and read out loud
JESUISDESOLEEJENAIPASCOMPRIS.

My encounter with Sylvie Fanchon’s work began with a detour, discovering her from some of the
spaces that her work inhabits, in and around Paris—the city where she lives. It began in the suburbs, at
La Galerie, centre d’art contemporain de Noisy-le-Sec in the Seine-Saint-Denis department, where the
exhibition “Hedy Lamarr. The Strange Woman” included two small paintings by Fanchon. A bichrome
with a blue background and orange stripes forming the phrase The Strange Woman, title taken from the
eponymous 1946 film starring Hedy Lamarr. And the other piece, with the same inscription, but in a
different font and carved in the white wall in such a way that the color contrast between the
background and the shape was so faint that it almost went unnoticed.2

Sylvie Fanchon, Sans titre (The Strange Woman), 2022, in situ mural, 60 x 80 cm. Production La Galerie,
centre d’art contemporain de Noisy-le-Sec. Courtesy the artist and Galerie Maubert, Paris © Adagp, Paris,
2022.

Exhibition views of "Hedy Lamarr - The Strange Woman", 2022, La Galerie, center d'art contemporain de
Noisy-le-Sec. Photos: © Salim Santa Lucia, 2022.

Sylvie Fanchon, VEUILLEZNINDIQUERAUCUNEINFORMATIONPERSONNELLE, 2023, Blanc de Meudon
on glass, 440 x 221 cm. Sentences written on the windows of Bétonsalon from March 2021 to March 2023,
Bétonsalon, Paris. Photo : Antonin Horquin.

Sylvie Fanchon, JESUISDESOLEEJENAIRIENENTENDU, 2023, Blanc de Meudon on glass, 440 x 221 cm.
Sentences written on the windows of Bétonsalon from March 2021 to March 2023, Bétonsalon, Paris.
Photo : Bétonsalon.

Next, in the 13th arrondissement of Paris, I visited Bétonsalon - Centre d'art et de recherche. On the
external facade there is a permanent installation, or semi-permanent— because the nature of the
material makes it ephemeral. There, on the glass surface, using a layer of watered-down Blanc de
Meudon (a kind of white paint made with crushed chalk with an earthy texture), the letters
JESUISDE/SOLEEJE/NAIRIEN/ENTENDU3 appear as negative unpainted space on four glass panels
with circular strokes that recall the movement made when cleaning windows.4

Later, again in the suburbs, at the MAC VAL, Musée d'art contemporain du Val-de-Marne in the town
of Vitry-sur-Seine, I found a huge mural with a black background and ‘flesh’-colored stripes—a color
that clearly does not exist as there is no flesh color as such, but I would not know how to name it;
maybe something between pink, brown and sand, but which my head instantly defined as ‘flesh’
colored, irritating me with the racist persistency of language. Diagonal stripes of the same width ran
across the wall beginning and ending in a ripped cut, evidencing the methodology, an adhesive tape
stencil.5 On the left side from top to bottom it reads:

S
A
G
E
S
F
E
M
M
E
S

Sages femmes literally means ‘wise women’, but in French it is the way midwives are named. These
words coincide with the artist’s initials. Sylvie Fanchon / Sages Femmes / S.F. Was this way of signing
her work a coincidence? Could it be a way of establishing a link with a secret community of women?

Sylvie Fanchon, SAGESFEMMES, 2017, exhibition view of "A mains nues", exhibition of the collection, MAC
VAL, Vitry-sur-Seine, 2022.

My detour ended in the heart of the city, at the fine arts school, in an office of the École nationale des
beaux-arts de Paris. I had never been in such a beautiful art school—so loaded in history. There, a
painting by Fanchon was waiting for me. A canvas with a sky-blue background—was it more like light
blue? Why is it so hard for me to identify and name colors?—with a small red cartoon figure in the
center.6 It was the silhouette of a dog that I had seen many times as a child. I could not remember
which cartoon it came from. I recognized the image, but could not place it in a specific context. It
aroused a certain tenderness in me, but I had no emotional attachment to it either. Now, while writing
this, I discover on Google, under the search “old dogs in cartoons”, that the character’s name is Droopy
and it is a Metro-Goldwyn-Mayer character.

Sylvie Fanchon, Sans titre (Caractères), 2009, acrylic on canvas, 114 x 196 cm. Collection Beaux-arts de Paris,
MU 12 669.

I usually write about

artists that I know

well or that I have

worked with for a long

time.

In this detour, besides intuiting the themes, rhythms, continuities and insistences in Fanchon’s work, I
came across something I did not expect. Every time someone asked me what I was doing in Paris, and I
replied that I had come to see Sylvie Fanchon’s work, something changed in the look and the gesture of
those who questioned me. A smile that awakened the face. It was something subtle, as if the bodies
were relieved, as if they regained a moment of contentment. The first time I noticed it, I was curious,
but, in the repetition of the gesture, I found relief too. 

I usually write about artists that I know well or that I have worked with for a long time. Besides a caution
against finding myself in situations where I need to force ideas, to try to say something meaningful
about a work I do not really like, I suppose it is also a provision so that I don’t end up working with, or on
the practice of, people I don’t feel comfortable with. I spent ten years of my life researching a French
philosopher and when I finally met him it was so disappointing that it left me with no room for
serendipity.  When I was invited to write about Sylvie Fanchon my first impulse was to say no, apart
from the aforementioned reservations, I prefer not to write about painting. It’s not that I don’t like it, but
I feel somehow surpassed and overtaken by it. However, there was something about Fanchon’s work
that made me curious. This, and the collapse of certainties that the pandemic left behind, prompted me
to suspend my rules. A few months earlier, an invitation to present at a conference in Johannesburg,
which I couldn’t refuse, led me to investigate the work of Frida Kahlo. Focusing on a series of self-
portraits, I discovered a marvelous pictorial world that opened up questions, which left me intrigued
and wanting more. So,  I said yes to the task. Fortunately, the desire to look at other things, to think
about other ideas, to learn more about painting, to write about women who paint, was stronger. From
these detours and accompanied by the smiles of those who heard her name, I began to delve into
Sylvie Fanchon’s work.

Sylvie Fanchon, Sans titre (Glory), 2020, 2020, acrylic on canvas, 40 x 60 cm. Courtesy the artist and
Galerie Maubert.

Sylvie Fanchon, exhibition view "SYLVIEFANCHON.COM", Galerie Maubert, 2021. Courtesy the artist and
Galerie Maubert.

Sylvie Fanchon thought that if her career stumbled, it was not because she was a woman but because
she was not good enough, or maybe because at the end of the twentieth century and the beginning of
the twenty-first, nobody cared about painting anymore. However, when I finally spoke with her, she
said that she now realizes that her career was determined or at least marked by the fact of being a
woman. Could that be the reason why I did not know her? Because she is a painter? Because she is
French? Or because she is a woman? Fanchon is not particularly concerned with positioning herself in a
history of women’s art, nor in a feminist production. However, I do wonder what women’s painting is.
How women place themselves in a tradition, a medium that has been masculine for centuries; where
the plots, gestures, and values have not only been created by men but created by a fully patriarchal
logic and dynamics. Painting, as John Berger said, imposed specific ways of seeing, which kept a
complicity with capitalism—as much as with the objectification of women. After decades, in which this
has been pointed out, are there other ways of seeing and producing today? Other ways of painting?
Can one continue painting after dismantling the metaphysical, sexist and capitalist logics of the
medium?

Sylvie Fanchon, Sans titre (Tableaux Scotch), 2016, 50 x 70 cm.
Courtesy the artist and Galerie Maubert.

Sylvie Fanchon, Sans titre (Tableaux Scotch), 2016, 50 x 70 cm.
Courtesy the artist and Galerie Maubert.

Sylvie Fanchon, Sans titre (Fantôme), 2015, 50 x 60 cm. Collections
FRAC-Artothèque Nouvelle-Aquitaine. © Adagp, Paris. Photo :
Frédérique Avril.

Fanchon assumes the

death of painting with

the grace of being out

of time.

Sylvie Fanchon sits on the history of art and laughs, not without anger, at the pretensions of
sacredness, interiority and contemplation of painting. She also laughs at the aspiration to change the
world with art. She seeks truth with painting, but perhaps, unlike other artists, she does not seek truth
in the painting, nor truth in painting. This last proposition, which Derrida attributes to Cézanne, reminds
us of the knot we are in: 

That which pertains [a trait à] to the thing itself. By reason of the power ascribed to
painting (the power of direct reproduction or restitution, adequation or transparency,
etc.), “the truth in painting,” in the French language which is not a painting, could mean
and be understood as: truth itself restored, in person, without mediation, makeup, mask,
or veil. In other words, the true truth or the truth of the truth, restituted in its power of
restitution, truth looking sufficiently like itself to escape any misprision, any illusion; and
even any representation–but sufficiently divided already to resemble, produce, or
engender itself twice over, in accordance with the two genitives: truth of truth and truth
of truth.7

Truth in painting, in this double genitive, was undoubtedly the philosophical obsession of the medium.
Painting comes to Fanchon when it is already mortally wounded. Although this does not mean its end, it
does entail the decline of metaphysical aspirations in it. Thus, Fanchon’s questioning does not seem to
be an ontological inquiry but a material one. She suggests remaining cautious before the power of
fascination and enchantment of painting, and to do this, she establishes three limits from which to
work: surface, color and form. With these three elements, which are modified throughout more than
four decades of her career, the artist experiments to produce truth in painting. In the painting, in her
painting, in every painting. Her work is to insist, almost obsessively, on these components without ever
returning to a field determined by the artist’s technical, expressive or intuitive genius in the classical
sense of painting tradition, nor to the cold purism of the medium. Here, there is a pictorial research of
the first order, which is within the history of painting itself, but already outside its teleology. 

Sylvie Fanchon does not make abstract or expressionist painting; she is neither conceptual nor lyrical.
Hers is a production that insists on investigating color and form without ever forgetting the delimitation
that allows the existence of that work. The space—the canvas, wall or glass—is not a window, but
rather a surface. There is something in this search that frees us from the pressures of painting, that
relieves. She does not see herself as a feminist artist, but to me it is refreshing to find a woman’s
painting that does not follow the male mandate, that neither imitates it nor assumes the place
historically designated to female painters. Fanchon assumes the death of painting with the grace of
being out of time. Therefore, rather than aiming on geniality, she plays. She establishes a series of rules
to play and, from there, to unfold the possibilities of truth present in her paintings. Playing is not a banal
nor a complementary activity, it is perhaps the resource that remains once the historical pathos of
painting is broken.8

Sylvie Fanchon, Sans titre, 1994, 130 × 162 cm. Courtesy the artist. Sylvie Fanchon, Sans titre, 1994, 130 × 162 cm. Courtesy the artist. Sylvie Fanchon, Sans titre, 1994, 130 × 162 cm. Courtesy the artist.

Going back to the elements of her work, from the beginning of Fanchon’s career, in the late eighties, we
find that her research is delimited by the surface. She builds from the plane, tracing the area that
determines a working space. The frame, the edge in her work, because it lacks ornament, is not an
exterior but a limit. In choosing not to adorn it she creates a two-dimensional space. It is interesting
how this limit changes in her work. Although in many of her pieces this is determined by the canvas,
there is also an exploration that takes it to the wall, where the surface expands. Likewise, there are the
glass panels where she explores other materialities, but in which she insists on the condition of the
plane as surface. Fanchon’s painting plays with scale and with the functions of the work. In the sense
the canvas has historically had, her pieces can be interior—inside a gallery, museum, house—or exterior
—the street, the public space. In both cases, interestingly, the rules of the work remain constant.
Fanchon does not modify her execution in the face of the pedagogical or spectacular possibilities
offered by muralism or street facade.  

Her work, contained in this delimited space, focuses on the tension between color and form. On the one
hand, in terms of color, she always works with bichrome, creating visual games between two colors.
This is perhaps to mark a certain affinity with minimalism, but refusing to endow with a single color
alone the weight of an individual object. Her experimentation proposes composition games. Even if the
viewer only sees two colors, in reality, there are several colors contained in the work. With the colors,
the artist seeks neither the creation of density, nor of light, nor of dimensions. Nor does she pretend to
affirm the medium as an instance of visual purism, much less to express or provoke feelings; her artistic
practice lies in pointing out the game of what appears in between. In their crossing, their opposition,
their tension.

Sylvie Fanchon, Sans titre (Accrochages), 2011, acrylic on canvas,
twice 130 x 196 cm. Exhibition view "SF à Sète", CRAC Sète, 2012.
Collection FRAC Franche-Comté.

Sylvie Fanchon, exhibition view "SF à Sète", CRAC Sète, 2012. Sylvie Fanchon, exhibition view, Galerie Bernard Jordan, Paris, 2007.
Courtesy the artist.

Sylvie Fanchon, Motifs, 2005, 60 x 82 cm. Courtesy the artist and
Galerie Maubert.

Sylvie Fanchon, Monochrome décoratif bleu et rouge, 2009, 114 x
162 cm. Collections FRAC Corse, © Adagp, Paris.

Sylvie Fanchon, Sans titre (Caractères), 2010, 50 x 65 cm. Courtesy
the artist and Galerie Maubert.

In Fanchon’s work, the

silhouette figures

operate as

appropriations and

copies of symbols,

letters and figures.

There, the third element in her work emerges, the form. Although Fanchon works with representations,
they do not seek a realism that allows affirming the thing’s truth. There is no substitution or mediation;
on the contrary, her forms are appropriations of signs removed from their contexts. Fanchon’s forms are
silhouettes, and there is much that is uncanny in them since, at least in my Latin American tradition,
they are reminiscent of the graphic-political exercises that pointed to missing people.9 The silhouette is
that which appears in the place of the disappeared. That moment taken from children’s games of
drawing the outline of a body lying on the ground, going around its silhouette and then removing it to
keep its double. Sometimes we are left with only the double. The silhouettes in Fanchon’s work are
produced with stencils, a methodology associated with street painting such as graffiti or in artistic-
activist practices where the stencil is used to create repetitions in hurried situations, and where the
technique does not matter and the ideal of the original is not pursued. In Fanchon’s work, the silhouette
figures operate as appropriations and copies of symbols, letters and figures. These silhouettes are
recognizable, but they are distorted and their meaning, therefore, deferred. 

In the 1990s, the forms that emerged from her bichrome were geometric or architectural figures,
squares and rectangles that could be the outline of a house or a plan for the construction of an object
(Untitled, 1994); later they became botanical motifs, the outlines of some sort of plants and grass
(Untitled, 2007), but also decorative ornaments such as frames of different shapes, sizes and colors
(Untitled, 2008), busts that resemble old sculptures or unformed stains (Untitled, Aspects 2012) or
haircuts of long and stylish hair (Untitled, 2017). In Fanchon’s work these depicted ornaments—
decoration and  adornment —detach what has historically been taken in painting as that which is
additive, external to the representation of the object, to put it in the center, to make the whole painting,
and the truth that it can produce about it. In the 2000s, the silhouettes shifted from the outline of
animals (Untitled, Aspects, 2012; Untitled, Tableaux bêtes, 2009) to those of cartoon characters,
(Untitled, Caractères, 2010). This allows another game that intervenes in the pictorial tradition in that it
introduces humor from these figures devoid of any drama or expressiveness. They are not the
characters in vogue or belonging specifically to French culture. They are, rather, elements of a vaguely
common, standard, global culture. I show them to my six-year-old daughter and she can recognize the
outlines of them—a bird, a dog, a coyote—but she doesn’t know the specific references. This is where
Fanchon’s work operates, in being able to sit in the history of painting to play and warn: “I introduce a
dialectic with the help of futile, caricatural figures from the world of images. It is a 'warning', a way of
saying 'let us remain vigilant' in the face of the seductive power of painting.”10

Sylvie Fanchon, Architecture, 1994, 50 x 150 cm. Courtesy the artist and Galerie Maubert.

Sylvie Fanchon, Sans titre, 1995, 50 × 73 cm. Courtesy the artist.

In this same sense, language appears in her work. With it, she does not intend to dictate the truth or her
truth, nor to propagate a slogan, nor postulate, much less to communicate a feeling or idea. Language
is again a symbol that she appropriates in order to disavow it of its power. Without spelling or grammar,
she gets on language’s nerves. As she puts letters together, unfollowing writing conventions, the
referent becomes strange, ambiguous. 

Although Fanchon’s body of work, after more than four decades dedicated to painting, is very
extensive and complex, it seems to me that these are the elements that delimit her universe. As if they
were the components and rules with which she decided to play and establish a game with the viewer. It
is from there that she sits in the history of painting, she is in it, but also beyond it. Her truth no longer has
to do with validating a tradition, but with finding the logic and rigor of her own operation. She does it
seriously but not without grace, she is constantly laughing at us and at herself.

A few months ago, I was at a friend’s house with our respective children. The children were playing
while we were talking. Their game was a sort of dance contest, where each one of them could play their
favorite song. I hadn’t paid much attention to how the game operated, until the screaming made me
realize that part of it had to do with which of them Alexa obeyed. Each child was shouting a song to
Alexa, Amazon’s virtual assistant, to play. The voices were getting louder and louder, and the children’s
tone became aggressive as she didn’t recognize what they were saying. After a few minutes of
watching the show, I stopped to tell them not to yell at her. It annoyed me to see how they were talking
to a woman, even if it was a simulation of one. Why is it that all virtual assistants have a woman’s name
and voice? Does that insist on women’s labor in care work ? Does the cold and aggressive tone with
which we relate to them validate in children the very possibility of violence towards us? I wondered all
this as I helplessly watched how my friend’s son yelled, “Alexa, turn off”.

Sylvie Fanchon, (bonjourjesuisicipourvousaidez), 2018 , acrylic on canvas, 120 x 240 cm. Courtesy the artist
and Galerie Maubert.

Sylvie Fanchon, Cortana (quepuisjefairepourvous), 2018, acrylic on canvas, 50 x 70 cm. Courtesy the artist
and Galerie Maubert.

JEMAPPELLECORTANA/QUEPUISJEFAIREPOURVOUS.11 It is 2014, and Sylvie Fanchon comes across
a new artificial intelligence service automatically downloaded to her phone. Her name is Cortana, and
she introduces herself as Microsoft’s “personal productivity assistant”. She helps users find sites of
interest, social networks and services. She does so, like almost all such forms of artificial intelligence,
using a helpful tone—available in several languages—and by asking questions that, in their logical
simplicity and linguistic awkwardness, become existential queries.

Cortana is originally the name of an ancient Scandinavian sword, which was used to name the artificial
intelligence character in the Halo universe. There, Cortana is built by cloning a woman’s brain, although
she has no physical form—she is just a voice. In the game, Cortana was designed for espionage and
infiltration purposes. She is described as an intelligent and lively “being” with a sense of humor. She is
loyal to humans, perhaps because she herself is a clone. Therefore, to create a personal digital
assistant, Microsoft has used the character of that saga, and intends to propose a more personal
service, which can compete with Siri or Alexa. Its most remarkable function, we are informed, is that
she allows you to remember things. You can tell Cortana to remind you of anything. 

Fanchon uses the phrases that this operating system has thrown at her. With them she has built the
Cortana series since 2017. Words are the central characters of the pictorial spaces in this series. Their
appearance in the game of bichrome is produced with templates, stencils in this case of letters, which
allow its precise production. It is not the artist’s handwriting, it is a common typeface, that can be
replicated uniformly in the different pieces of the series. Cortana’s sentences are appropriated and
reproduced by Fanchon, always appearing in capital letters and without punctuation. Thus, there is no
indication marking the beginning or end of each word. The mechanicity of language in the operating
system works in its pictorial decomposition as a creator of estrangement.
POURVOUSAIDERAVOUSRAPPELER/CEQUIESTIMPORTANT/
JESUISDESOLEEJENAIRIENENTENDU/JESUISDESOLEECONNEXIONIMPOSSIBLE/
ETSINOUSDISCUTIONS/DITESMOICEQUEJEDEVRAISSAVOIRAFINDEPROTEGERVOTREVIEPRIVEE.

Sylvie Fanchon, Cortana (voicidesexemples), 2018, acrylic on canvas,
100 x 160 cm. Courtesy the artist and Galerie Maubert.

Sylvie Fanchon, Cortana (voiciunexemple...), 2018, acrylic on canvas,
100 x 160 cm. Collection Frac Franche-Comté, Besançon.

Sylvie Fanchon, Cortana (Echange), 2018, acrylic on canvas, 100 x
160 cm. Courtesy the artist Galerie Maubert.

The figures chosen by Sylvie Fanchon, whether animal forms or letters, do not pretend to be
representational but serve as a cultural and epistemological index, perhaps a punctum in a moment of
the world. On the surface of her painting appears the absurdity of representation and truth in artificial
intelligence. It would be funny if it were not grim. AI has come to stay, Fanchon’s Cortana paintings will
be a reminder to beware of the enchantments of them.

The language Cortana uses is one of those futile silhouettes drawn from our world of representation, the
appropriate double of our shared culture’s absent referent. In its simplicity, Fanchon shows us, with
delicacy and humor, that there is no natural principle. This allows us a joyful detachment from
metaphysics. The beauty in Fanchon’s work is not in the truth in painting, in relation to the thing or
being, but in the joy of having freed ourselves from it. With it the true truth, the truth of truth, has been
broken. 

Painting, so

masculine, so

metaphysical, so

patriarchal, can

become, as in

Fanchon’s practice,

another thing. A

practice that is free.

When I first met Sylvie Fanchon, she had stopped painting. She told me so without sadness. She was
done, at least at that time, with it. She kindly showed me the drawings she was making. Besides the
dimensions and texture of working on paper, perhaps the most significant difference from her painting
was that of the game of colors produced between the color of the surface itself, white, and the pencil
that colored the paper in different tones and intensities of gray. 

In these drawings, there were phrases that I had not seen before in her work. In the case of the drawing
that most caught my attention, the words, now in English, formed the set THESHOWMUSTGOON.
Above it, emerged the silhouette of a smiling cow.13 It took me a while to recognize it, but eventually I
was able to associate it with the image of a brand of cheese that my daughter likes. Also, still hung on
her studio walls, there was one of her latest paintings. Near the silhouette of a dog, appeared the letters
KEEP/UPSPIRITSYOUR.14 In its tearing and rearrangement I was able to locate a type of language, or
rather a use of language, that has become part of a dominant culture. That which, in its authority and its
cruelty, denotes a regime that pretends to make us responsible for our well-being. Linguistic strategies
of the as if type that seek to anchor in us the responsibility for our destinies. As if it were one’s will that
allows life to continue or to end. I remembered those moments of pandemic when I was instructed in
those unbearable expressions intended to be declarative statements: “The show must go on”. Is this a
show? Whose show? For whom? Why must it go on? What is it that must go on? I also remembered the
fury in my friend Sonia’s eyes when, dying of cancer, someone told her to keep her spirits up, that it
would help her to recover. As if it depended on her spirits whether her cells would multiply or not. After
visiting Sylvie Fanchon’s studio, I called my sister who is an oncologist. I asked her why doctors said
such phrases. She thoughtfully replied, “Sometimes we don't have much to say, but it would certainly
be better to remain silent.”

The language, extracted from writing conventions and found in Fanchon’s drawings, allowed, as in the
Cortana series, a detachment that releases a laugh at the nonsense and obtuseness of the linguistic
operation and the existential imbalances that playing with language caused. The mismatch between
the smiling cow and the authoritarian statement created a gap. Humor appeared in it, but not without a
hint of irritation and sorrow. 

These works insist on the truth of the art work, in dismantling its pretensions and authority. Painting, so
masculine, so metaphysical, so patriarchal, can become, as in Fanchon’s practice, another thing. A
practice that is free. When Fanchon paints, she plays, has fun, enjoys herself. She is also angry, but that
does not take away the pleasure of playing and including us in it.

Sylvie Fanchon, Keep Your Spirits Up, 2023, acrylic on canvas, 40 x 50 cm. Courtesy the artist and Galerie
Maubert.

The morning I visited Sylvie Fanchon’s studio turned into afternoon. We reviewed the works she had
stored there. One by one, we went over her techniques and the reasons that had led her to making
them. She showed me the stencil shapes she keeps in a folder, where letters of various sizes, and
cartoon characters, are piled up. She generously spoke to me in English, although, after a while and
about certain things, she would switch to French. There are things that one can only say in one’s own
language. Time went by in talking not only about art, but also about our daughters—what it means to be
mothers and to be artists. About work and care. We also talked about our mothers and fathers, our
inheritances and legacies, the places where we were born, and how to live in the times we are living.
About what the pandemic did to us, and what we have lost. For Fanchon, these intimate detours are
not part of her work, but for me they are important to know when I write about her. It is only from there
that I can think about the truth. A truth that no longer pretends to be universal, not even true. Perhaps
only possible, thinkable, speakable, shareable.

Now, while thinking and writing about Sylvie Fanchon’s work, I realize that I am smiling too.

Translated from Spanish by Ana Andrade - Please contact us to request the original essay in Spanish
Published in May 2023

Sylvie Fanchon according to Helena Chávez Mac Gregor Reading time 35’

JESUISDESOLEEJENAIPASCOMPRIS. A

reflection on truth in Sylvie

Fanchon’s painting.

Sylvie Fanchon, Sans titre (Tableau Scotch), 2014, 40 x 60 cm, Collection MAC VAL.

Helena Chávez Mac Gregor and Sylvie Fanchon, Paris, November 2022.

1.

2.

3.

4.

5.

1. Sylvie Fanchon, Untitled (The Strange Woman), 2022, wall mural, 60 x 80 cm and Sylvie
Fanchon, The Strange Woman, 2013, acrylic on canvas, 60 x 80 cm.

2. Sylvie Fanchon, BONJOURSINOUSDISCUTIONS, 2021. Blanc de Meudon (crushed chalk)
on windows, 440 x 221 cm, installation at Bétonsalon (March 2021 to March 2023).

3. Sylvie Fanchon, Sans titre (Caractères), 2009. Acrylic on canvas, 114 x 196 cm.

4. This idea follows Francis Bacon’s approach to game and the artist’s relationship with
painting: “You see, all art has now become completely a game by which man distracts
himself; and you may say it has always been like that, but now it’s entirely a game. And I think
that that is the way things have changed, and what is fascinating now is that it’s going to
become much more difficult for the artist, because he must really deepen the game to be any
good at all.” David Sylvester, La brutalidad de los hechos: entrevistas con Francis Bacon
(Polígrafa, Barcelone, 2009).

5. Sylvie Fanchon, Sylvie Fanchon (Gratitude, Beaux-Arts de Paris éditions, Paris, 2020), p.
53. Our translation from: “J’introduis une dialectique à l’aide de figures futiles, caricaturales,
issues du monde des images. C’est une ‘mise en garde’, une façon de dire ‘restons vigilants’
face à la puissance de séduction de la peinture.”

6. TOHELPYOUREMEMBER / WHATISIMPORTANT / IMSORRYIDIDNTHEARANYTHING /
IMSORRYCONNECTIONFAILED / WHATIFWECHATTED /
TELLMEWHATINEEDTOKNOWTOPROTECTYOURPRIVATELIFE

7.  Sylvie Fanchon, Keep Your Spirits Up, 2023, acrylic on canvas, 40 x 50 cm.

8. Sylvie Fanchon, Cortana (jesuisdésolée), 130 x 197 cm, acrylic on canvas, 2018. Translates
to: IMSORRYIDIDNTUNDERSTAND

9. IMSORRYIDIDNTHEARANYTHING

10. Sylvie Fanchon, SAGESFEMMES, 2017. Mural, acrylic paint, dimensions variable (height =
⅕ of length). Unique work. Reinstalled following the work’s protocol for A mains nues,
exhibition of the collection at MAC VAL, Vitry-sur-Seine, 2022.

11. Jacques Derrida, La verdad en pintura, Buenos Aires, Paídos, 2001, p. 19. In English edition:
Jacques Derrida, The Truth in Painting, Chicago, The University of Chicago Press, 1987, p. 5.

12. One of the most important aesthetic-political strategies in Latin America that demands the
safe return of those who have disappeared in the last 40 years is graphically related to the use
of silhouettes. This action has as its matrix what has been designated as the ‘Siluetazo’:
“Three visual artists: Rodolfo Aguerreberry, Julio Flores and Guillermo Kexel, devised the
action and brought the proposal to the Mothers and Grandmothers of Plaza de Mayo, in
Buenos Aires, as well as to different social and human rights organizations. A few months
before the end of the military regime, on September 21, 1983, within the framework of the III
Resistance March, the organizers improvised an open-air workshop and, using stencils,
began to outline human silhouettes on paper, which they then pasted vertically on the walls of
the surrounding buildings, on top of other existing posters, on trees, etc. Following this
gesture, the public’s appropriation was immediate. Hundreds of demonstrators provided other
materials for making silhouettes, “putting up their bodies” to be outlined, adding them to those
already put up by the organizers.” Florencia Battiti, El Siluetzo at:
https://muac.unam.mx/exposicion/el-siluetazo

13. Sylvie Fanchon, Cortana (jemappellecortana) and Cortana (quepuisjefairepourvous), both
50 x 70 cm, acrylic on canvas, 2018. Translates to:
MYNAMEISCORTANA/WHATCANIDOFORYOU

14. Sylvie Fanchon, title unknown (THESHOWMUSTGOON), 2022, pencil on paper.
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Después, en el distrito 13 de Paris, visité el Bétonsalon Centre D’Art Et De Rechereche. En la vitrina exterior del espacio 

hay una pieza permanente, o semi permanente, porque la naturaleza del material la hace efímera. Ahí, sobre la superficie de 

cristal, utilizando una capa de Blanc de Meudon (una especie de pintura blanca de textura terrosa hecha con gis triturado), 

las letras JESUISDE/SOLEEJE/NAIRIEN/ENTENDU3 aparecen como espacio negativo sin pintar en cuatro paneles de 

cristal con trazos circulares que recuerdan el movimiento que se hace al limpiar las ventanas4. 

Posteriormente, de nuevo en las afueras, me encontré en el MAC VAL, Museo de Arte Contemporáneo de Val-de-Marne 

en Vitry-sur-Seine, un enorme mural de fondo negro y franjas de color ‘carne’ —color que claramente que no existe pues no 

hay un color carne como tal, pero que no sabría como nombrar; quizá algo entre rosa, café y arena, pero el hecho de que mi 

cabeza lo definiera en un primer momento como ‘carne’ me irritó por la persistencia racista del lenguaje. Franjas diagonales 

del mismo grosor que atravesaban el muro empezando y terminando en un corte, lo que evidenciaba la metodología, un 

esténcil de cinta scotch5.  En el costado derecho de arriba hacia abajo se leía:
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I have a recurring dream, in which I talk to a friend in French. He is a French speaker. Outside the oneiric
realm we communicate in Spanish and English. But every time I dream about him, we speak in French.
Inevitably, the dream lasts only a few seconds, as long as I manage to speak before I run out of words.
Many times, I wake up with my mouth stuck. 

I should speak French, but I don’t. I studied it as a child and later as a teenager. In college, I studied
philosophy and, as I finally chose to work on aesthetics and politics, I ended up reading endless
treatises in that language. But I don’t speak it at all. 

The first painting I saw by Sylvie Fanchon was a black and white bichrome. On a black background,
white figures recall the shapes of cartoon representations of animals. A dog, or some four-legged being,
walks with its head up on the bottom right side of the painting and a plump little bird leans on a strip of
white paint made in one brushstroke, on which a series of black letters made in stencil are piled up to
form a set of signs: JESUISDESOLEEJENAIPASCOMPRIS.1

Sylvie Fanchon, Cortana (jesuidésolée), 2018, acrylic on canvas, twice 130 x 197 cm. View of the exhibition "Je
m'appelle Cortana," Frac Franche-Comté, Besançon, 2018-2019, Collection Musée d'Art Moderne de la Ville de
Paris.

I stared at the painting for a long time, putting the letters together and forming the words. I didn’t
manage to form the sentence right away, I had to try several times, using punctuation marks: Je-suis-
désolée, je-n’ai-pas-compris. It didn’t seem like a conundrum, but the work forced me to go slowly,
perhaps at the same speed that my brain processes the language. I clumsily read the painting. Out of
context the phrase didn’t say much, or said so much that I couldn’t place it either. However, the
anchorage with the other characters made it less dense. I wondered if the intention of the use of
language in the painting was political, as in the work of so many other Francophone artists, where
language is a critical or agitational device—Guy Debord, Claire Fontaine, Thierry Geoffroy—; if it was an
exercise concerning the ego—Ben Vautier—, or if it was more of a poetic inclination—René Magritte,
Francis Alÿs. Inevitably, the phrase Soleil Politique from Marcel Broodthaers’ work came to my mind,
perhaps because it was the reference that once hung in a reproduction in my house. I forced myself to
concentrate and cling to find the expression of a brushstroke, to feel the color in the painting. After
several minutes of pretending to contemplate, I laughed. I laughed at myself and how difficult it is for
me to understand painting. I was surprised at how uncomfortable it made me feel not knowing where to
stand, how grumpy my clumsiness made me. I looked at the letters again and read out loud
JESUISDESOLEEJENAIPASCOMPRIS.

My encounter with Sylvie Fanchon’s work began with a detour, discovering her from some of the
spaces that her work inhabits, in and around Paris—the city where she lives. It began in the suburbs, at
La Galerie, centre d’art contemporain de Noisy-le-Sec in the Seine-Saint-Denis department, where the
exhibition “Hedy Lamarr. The Strange Woman” included two small paintings by Fanchon. A bichrome
with a blue background and orange stripes forming the phrase The Strange Woman, title taken from the
eponymous 1946 film starring Hedy Lamarr. And the other piece, with the same inscription, but in a
different font and carved in the white wall in such a way that the color contrast between the
background and the shape was so faint that it almost went unnoticed.2

Sylvie Fanchon, Sans titre (The Strange Woman), 2022, in situ mural, 60 x 80 cm. Production La Galerie,
centre d’art contemporain de Noisy-le-Sec. Courtesy the artist and Galerie Maubert, Paris © Adagp, Paris,
2022.

Exhibition views of "Hedy Lamarr - The Strange Woman", 2022, La Galerie, center d'art contemporain de
Noisy-le-Sec. Photos: © Salim Santa Lucia, 2022.

Sylvie Fanchon, VEUILLEZNINDIQUERAUCUNEINFORMATIONPERSONNELLE, 2023, Blanc de Meudon
on glass, 440 x 221 cm. Sentences written on the windows of Bétonsalon from March 2021 to March 2023,
Bétonsalon, Paris. Photo : Antonin Horquin.

Sylvie Fanchon, JESUISDESOLEEJENAIRIENENTENDU, 2023, Blanc de Meudon on glass, 440 x 221 cm.
Sentences written on the windows of Bétonsalon from March 2021 to March 2023, Bétonsalon, Paris.
Photo : Bétonsalon.

Next, in the 13th arrondissement of Paris, I visited Bétonsalon - Centre d'art et de recherche. On the
external facade there is a permanent installation, or semi-permanent— because the nature of the
material makes it ephemeral. There, on the glass surface, using a layer of watered-down Blanc de
Meudon (a kind of white paint made with crushed chalk with an earthy texture), the letters
JESUISDE/SOLEEJE/NAIRIEN/ENTENDU3 appear as negative unpainted space on four glass panels
with circular strokes that recall the movement made when cleaning windows.4

Later, again in the suburbs, at the MAC VAL, Musée d'art contemporain du Val-de-Marne in the town
of Vitry-sur-Seine, I found a huge mural with a black background and ‘flesh’-colored stripes—a color
that clearly does not exist as there is no flesh color as such, but I would not know how to name it;
maybe something between pink, brown and sand, but which my head instantly defined as ‘flesh’
colored, irritating me with the racist persistency of language. Diagonal stripes of the same width ran
across the wall beginning and ending in a ripped cut, evidencing the methodology, an adhesive tape
stencil.5 On the left side from top to bottom it reads:

S
A
G
E
S
F
E
M
M
E
S

Sages femmes literally means ‘wise women’, but in French it is the way midwives are named. These
words coincide with the artist’s initials. Sylvie Fanchon / Sages Femmes / S.F. Was this way of signing
her work a coincidence? Could it be a way of establishing a link with a secret community of women?

Sylvie Fanchon, SAGESFEMMES, 2017, exhibition view of "A mains nues", exhibition of the collection, MAC
VAL, Vitry-sur-Seine, 2022.

My detour ended in the heart of the city, at the fine arts school, in an office of the École nationale des
beaux-arts de Paris. I had never been in such a beautiful art school—so loaded in history. There, a
painting by Fanchon was waiting for me. A canvas with a sky-blue background—was it more like light
blue? Why is it so hard for me to identify and name colors?—with a small red cartoon figure in the
center.6 It was the silhouette of a dog that I had seen many times as a child. I could not remember
which cartoon it came from. I recognized the image, but could not place it in a specific context. It
aroused a certain tenderness in me, but I had no emotional attachment to it either. Now, while writing
this, I discover on Google, under the search “old dogs in cartoons”, that the character’s name is Droopy
and it is a Metro-Goldwyn-Mayer character.

Sylvie Fanchon, Sans titre (Caractères), 2009, acrylic on canvas, 114 x 196 cm. Collection Beaux-arts de Paris,
MU 12 669.

I usually write about

artists that I know

well or that I have

worked with for a long

time.

In this detour, besides intuiting the themes, rhythms, continuities and insistences in Fanchon’s work, I
came across something I did not expect. Every time someone asked me what I was doing in Paris, and I
replied that I had come to see Sylvie Fanchon’s work, something changed in the look and the gesture of
those who questioned me. A smile that awakened the face. It was something subtle, as if the bodies
were relieved, as if they regained a moment of contentment. The first time I noticed it, I was curious,
but, in the repetition of the gesture, I found relief too. 

I usually write about artists that I know well or that I have worked with for a long time. Besides a caution
against finding myself in situations where I need to force ideas, to try to say something meaningful
about a work I do not really like, I suppose it is also a provision so that I don’t end up working with, or on
the practice of, people I don’t feel comfortable with. I spent ten years of my life researching a French
philosopher and when I finally met him it was so disappointing that it left me with no room for
serendipity.  When I was invited to write about Sylvie Fanchon my first impulse was to say no, apart
from the aforementioned reservations, I prefer not to write about painting. It’s not that I don’t like it, but
I feel somehow surpassed and overtaken by it. However, there was something about Fanchon’s work
that made me curious. This, and the collapse of certainties that the pandemic left behind, prompted me
to suspend my rules. A few months earlier, an invitation to present at a conference in Johannesburg,
which I couldn’t refuse, led me to investigate the work of Frida Kahlo. Focusing on a series of self-
portraits, I discovered a marvelous pictorial world that opened up questions, which left me intrigued
and wanting more. So,  I said yes to the task. Fortunately, the desire to look at other things, to think
about other ideas, to learn more about painting, to write about women who paint, was stronger. From
these detours and accompanied by the smiles of those who heard her name, I began to delve into
Sylvie Fanchon’s work.

Sylvie Fanchon, Sans titre (Glory), 2020, 2020, acrylic on canvas, 40 x 60 cm. Courtesy the artist and
Galerie Maubert.

Sylvie Fanchon, exhibition view "SYLVIEFANCHON.COM", Galerie Maubert, 2021. Courtesy the artist and
Galerie Maubert.

Sylvie Fanchon thought that if her career stumbled, it was not because she was a woman but because
she was not good enough, or maybe because at the end of the twentieth century and the beginning of
the twenty-first, nobody cared about painting anymore. However, when I finally spoke with her, she
said that she now realizes that her career was determined or at least marked by the fact of being a
woman. Could that be the reason why I did not know her? Because she is a painter? Because she is
French? Or because she is a woman? Fanchon is not particularly concerned with positioning herself in a
history of women’s art, nor in a feminist production. However, I do wonder what women’s painting is.
How women place themselves in a tradition, a medium that has been masculine for centuries; where
the plots, gestures, and values have not only been created by men but created by a fully patriarchal
logic and dynamics. Painting, as John Berger said, imposed specific ways of seeing, which kept a
complicity with capitalism—as much as with the objectification of women. After decades, in which this
has been pointed out, are there other ways of seeing and producing today? Other ways of painting?
Can one continue painting after dismantling the metaphysical, sexist and capitalist logics of the
medium?

Sylvie Fanchon, Sans titre (Tableaux Scotch), 2016, 50 x 70 cm.
Courtesy the artist and Galerie Maubert.

Sylvie Fanchon, Sans titre (Tableaux Scotch), 2016, 50 x 70 cm.
Courtesy the artist and Galerie Maubert.

Sylvie Fanchon, Sans titre (Fantôme), 2015, 50 x 60 cm. Collections
FRAC-Artothèque Nouvelle-Aquitaine. © Adagp, Paris. Photo :
Frédérique Avril.

Fanchon assumes the

death of painting with

the grace of being out

of time.

Sylvie Fanchon sits on the history of art and laughs, not without anger, at the pretensions of
sacredness, interiority and contemplation of painting. She also laughs at the aspiration to change the
world with art. She seeks truth with painting, but perhaps, unlike other artists, she does not seek truth
in the painting, nor truth in painting. This last proposition, which Derrida attributes to Cézanne, reminds
us of the knot we are in: 

That which pertains [a trait à] to the thing itself. By reason of the power ascribed to
painting (the power of direct reproduction or restitution, adequation or transparency,
etc.), “the truth in painting,” in the French language which is not a painting, could mean
and be understood as: truth itself restored, in person, without mediation, makeup, mask,
or veil. In other words, the true truth or the truth of the truth, restituted in its power of
restitution, truth looking sufficiently like itself to escape any misprision, any illusion; and
even any representation–but sufficiently divided already to resemble, produce, or
engender itself twice over, in accordance with the two genitives: truth of truth and truth
of truth.7

Truth in painting, in this double genitive, was undoubtedly the philosophical obsession of the medium.
Painting comes to Fanchon when it is already mortally wounded. Although this does not mean its end, it
does entail the decline of metaphysical aspirations in it. Thus, Fanchon’s questioning does not seem to
be an ontological inquiry but a material one. She suggests remaining cautious before the power of
fascination and enchantment of painting, and to do this, she establishes three limits from which to
work: surface, color and form. With these three elements, which are modified throughout more than
four decades of her career, the artist experiments to produce truth in painting. In the painting, in her
painting, in every painting. Her work is to insist, almost obsessively, on these components without ever
returning to a field determined by the artist’s technical, expressive or intuitive genius in the classical
sense of painting tradition, nor to the cold purism of the medium. Here, there is a pictorial research of
the first order, which is within the history of painting itself, but already outside its teleology. 

Sylvie Fanchon does not make abstract or expressionist painting; she is neither conceptual nor lyrical.
Hers is a production that insists on investigating color and form without ever forgetting the delimitation
that allows the existence of that work. The space—the canvas, wall or glass—is not a window, but
rather a surface. There is something in this search that frees us from the pressures of painting, that
relieves. She does not see herself as a feminist artist, but to me it is refreshing to find a woman’s
painting that does not follow the male mandate, that neither imitates it nor assumes the place
historically designated to female painters. Fanchon assumes the death of painting with the grace of
being out of time. Therefore, rather than aiming on geniality, she plays. She establishes a series of rules
to play and, from there, to unfold the possibilities of truth present in her paintings. Playing is not a banal
nor a complementary activity, it is perhaps the resource that remains once the historical pathos of
painting is broken.8

Sylvie Fanchon, Sans titre, 1994, 130 × 162 cm. Courtesy the artist. Sylvie Fanchon, Sans titre, 1994, 130 × 162 cm. Courtesy the artist. Sylvie Fanchon, Sans titre, 1994, 130 × 162 cm. Courtesy the artist.

Going back to the elements of her work, from the beginning of Fanchon’s career, in the late eighties, we
find that her research is delimited by the surface. She builds from the plane, tracing the area that
determines a working space. The frame, the edge in her work, because it lacks ornament, is not an
exterior but a limit. In choosing not to adorn it she creates a two-dimensional space. It is interesting
how this limit changes in her work. Although in many of her pieces this is determined by the canvas,
there is also an exploration that takes it to the wall, where the surface expands. Likewise, there are the
glass panels where she explores other materialities, but in which she insists on the condition of the
plane as surface. Fanchon’s painting plays with scale and with the functions of the work. In the sense
the canvas has historically had, her pieces can be interior—inside a gallery, museum, house—or exterior
—the street, the public space. In both cases, interestingly, the rules of the work remain constant.
Fanchon does not modify her execution in the face of the pedagogical or spectacular possibilities
offered by muralism or street facade.  

Her work, contained in this delimited space, focuses on the tension between color and form. On the one
hand, in terms of color, she always works with bichrome, creating visual games between two colors.
This is perhaps to mark a certain affinity with minimalism, but refusing to endow with a single color
alone the weight of an individual object. Her experimentation proposes composition games. Even if the
viewer only sees two colors, in reality, there are several colors contained in the work. With the colors,
the artist seeks neither the creation of density, nor of light, nor of dimensions. Nor does she pretend to
affirm the medium as an instance of visual purism, much less to express or provoke feelings; her artistic
practice lies in pointing out the game of what appears in between. In their crossing, their opposition,
their tension.

Sylvie Fanchon, Sans titre (Accrochages), 2011, acrylic on canvas,
twice 130 x 196 cm. Exhibition view "SF à Sète", CRAC Sète, 2012.
Collection FRAC Franche-Comté.

Sylvie Fanchon, exhibition view "SF à Sète", CRAC Sète, 2012. Sylvie Fanchon, exhibition view, Galerie Bernard Jordan, Paris, 2007.
Courtesy the artist.

Sylvie Fanchon, Motifs, 2005, 60 x 82 cm. Courtesy the artist and
Galerie Maubert.

Sylvie Fanchon, Monochrome décoratif bleu et rouge, 2009, 114 x
162 cm. Collections FRAC Corse, © Adagp, Paris.

Sylvie Fanchon, Sans titre (Caractères), 2010, 50 x 65 cm. Courtesy
the artist and Galerie Maubert.

In Fanchon’s work, the

silhouette figures

operate as

appropriations and

copies of symbols,

letters and figures.

There, the third element in her work emerges, the form. Although Fanchon works with representations,
they do not seek a realism that allows affirming the thing’s truth. There is no substitution or mediation;
on the contrary, her forms are appropriations of signs removed from their contexts. Fanchon’s forms are
silhouettes, and there is much that is uncanny in them since, at least in my Latin American tradition,
they are reminiscent of the graphic-political exercises that pointed to missing people.9 The silhouette is
that which appears in the place of the disappeared. That moment taken from children’s games of
drawing the outline of a body lying on the ground, going around its silhouette and then removing it to
keep its double. Sometimes we are left with only the double. The silhouettes in Fanchon’s work are
produced with stencils, a methodology associated with street painting such as graffiti or in artistic-
activist practices where the stencil is used to create repetitions in hurried situations, and where the
technique does not matter and the ideal of the original is not pursued. In Fanchon’s work, the silhouette
figures operate as appropriations and copies of symbols, letters and figures. These silhouettes are
recognizable, but they are distorted and their meaning, therefore, deferred. 

In the 1990s, the forms that emerged from her bichrome were geometric or architectural figures,
squares and rectangles that could be the outline of a house or a plan for the construction of an object
(Untitled, 1994); later they became botanical motifs, the outlines of some sort of plants and grass
(Untitled, 2007), but also decorative ornaments such as frames of different shapes, sizes and colors
(Untitled, 2008), busts that resemble old sculptures or unformed stains (Untitled, Aspects 2012) or
haircuts of long and stylish hair (Untitled, 2017). In Fanchon’s work these depicted ornaments—
decoration and  adornment —detach what has historically been taken in painting as that which is
additive, external to the representation of the object, to put it in the center, to make the whole painting,
and the truth that it can produce about it. In the 2000s, the silhouettes shifted from the outline of
animals (Untitled, Aspects, 2012; Untitled, Tableaux bêtes, 2009) to those of cartoon characters,
(Untitled, Caractères, 2010). This allows another game that intervenes in the pictorial tradition in that it
introduces humor from these figures devoid of any drama or expressiveness. They are not the
characters in vogue or belonging specifically to French culture. They are, rather, elements of a vaguely
common, standard, global culture. I show them to my six-year-old daughter and she can recognize the
outlines of them—a bird, a dog, a coyote—but she doesn’t know the specific references. This is where
Fanchon’s work operates, in being able to sit in the history of painting to play and warn: “I introduce a
dialectic with the help of futile, caricatural figures from the world of images. It is a 'warning', a way of
saying 'let us remain vigilant' in the face of the seductive power of painting.”10

Sylvie Fanchon, Architecture, 1994, 50 x 150 cm. Courtesy the artist and Galerie Maubert.

Sylvie Fanchon, Sans titre, 1995, 50 × 73 cm. Courtesy the artist.

In this same sense, language appears in her work. With it, she does not intend to dictate the truth or her
truth, nor to propagate a slogan, nor postulate, much less to communicate a feeling or idea. Language
is again a symbol that she appropriates in order to disavow it of its power. Without spelling or grammar,
she gets on language’s nerves. As she puts letters together, unfollowing writing conventions, the
referent becomes strange, ambiguous. 

Although Fanchon’s body of work, after more than four decades dedicated to painting, is very
extensive and complex, it seems to me that these are the elements that delimit her universe. As if they
were the components and rules with which she decided to play and establish a game with the viewer. It
is from there that she sits in the history of painting, she is in it, but also beyond it. Her truth no longer has
to do with validating a tradition, but with finding the logic and rigor of her own operation. She does it
seriously but not without grace, she is constantly laughing at us and at herself.

A few months ago, I was at a friend’s house with our respective children. The children were playing
while we were talking. Their game was a sort of dance contest, where each one of them could play their
favorite song. I hadn’t paid much attention to how the game operated, until the screaming made me
realize that part of it had to do with which of them Alexa obeyed. Each child was shouting a song to
Alexa, Amazon’s virtual assistant, to play. The voices were getting louder and louder, and the children’s
tone became aggressive as she didn’t recognize what they were saying. After a few minutes of
watching the show, I stopped to tell them not to yell at her. It annoyed me to see how they were talking
to a woman, even if it was a simulation of one. Why is it that all virtual assistants have a woman’s name
and voice? Does that insist on women’s labor in care work ? Does the cold and aggressive tone with
which we relate to them validate in children the very possibility of violence towards us? I wondered all
this as I helplessly watched how my friend’s son yelled, “Alexa, turn off”.

Sylvie Fanchon, (bonjourjesuisicipourvousaidez), 2018 , acrylic on canvas, 120 x 240 cm. Courtesy the artist
and Galerie Maubert.

Sylvie Fanchon, Cortana (quepuisjefairepourvous), 2018, acrylic on canvas, 50 x 70 cm. Courtesy the artist
and Galerie Maubert.

JEMAPPELLECORTANA/QUEPUISJEFAIREPOURVOUS.11 It is 2014, and Sylvie Fanchon comes across
a new artificial intelligence service automatically downloaded to her phone. Her name is Cortana, and
she introduces herself as Microsoft’s “personal productivity assistant”. She helps users find sites of
interest, social networks and services. She does so, like almost all such forms of artificial intelligence,
using a helpful tone—available in several languages—and by asking questions that, in their logical
simplicity and linguistic awkwardness, become existential queries.

Cortana is originally the name of an ancient Scandinavian sword, which was used to name the artificial
intelligence character in the Halo universe. There, Cortana is built by cloning a woman’s brain, although
she has no physical form—she is just a voice. In the game, Cortana was designed for espionage and
infiltration purposes. She is described as an intelligent and lively “being” with a sense of humor. She is
loyal to humans, perhaps because she herself is a clone. Therefore, to create a personal digital
assistant, Microsoft has used the character of that saga, and intends to propose a more personal
service, which can compete with Siri or Alexa. Its most remarkable function, we are informed, is that
she allows you to remember things. You can tell Cortana to remind you of anything. 

Fanchon uses the phrases that this operating system has thrown at her. With them she has built the
Cortana series since 2017. Words are the central characters of the pictorial spaces in this series. Their
appearance in the game of bichrome is produced with templates, stencils in this case of letters, which
allow its precise production. It is not the artist’s handwriting, it is a common typeface, that can be
replicated uniformly in the different pieces of the series. Cortana’s sentences are appropriated and
reproduced by Fanchon, always appearing in capital letters and without punctuation. Thus, there is no
indication marking the beginning or end of each word. The mechanicity of language in the operating
system works in its pictorial decomposition as a creator of estrangement.
POURVOUSAIDERAVOUSRAPPELER/CEQUIESTIMPORTANT/
JESUISDESOLEEJENAIRIENENTENDU/JESUISDESOLEECONNEXIONIMPOSSIBLE/
ETSINOUSDISCUTIONS/DITESMOICEQUEJEDEVRAISSAVOIRAFINDEPROTEGERVOTREVIEPRIVEE.

Sylvie Fanchon, Cortana (voicidesexemples), 2018, acrylic on canvas,
100 x 160 cm. Courtesy the artist and Galerie Maubert.

Sylvie Fanchon, Cortana (voiciunexemple...), 2018, acrylic on canvas,
100 x 160 cm. Collection Frac Franche-Comté, Besançon.

Sylvie Fanchon, Cortana (Echange), 2018, acrylic on canvas, 100 x
160 cm. Courtesy the artist Galerie Maubert.

The figures chosen by Sylvie Fanchon, whether animal forms or letters, do not pretend to be
representational but serve as a cultural and epistemological index, perhaps a punctum in a moment of
the world. On the surface of her painting appears the absurdity of representation and truth in artificial
intelligence. It would be funny if it were not grim. AI has come to stay, Fanchon’s Cortana paintings will
be a reminder to beware of the enchantments of them.

The language Cortana uses is one of those futile silhouettes drawn from our world of representation, the
appropriate double of our shared culture’s absent referent. In its simplicity, Fanchon shows us, with
delicacy and humor, that there is no natural principle. This allows us a joyful detachment from
metaphysics. The beauty in Fanchon’s work is not in the truth in painting, in relation to the thing or
being, but in the joy of having freed ourselves from it. With it the true truth, the truth of truth, has been
broken. 

Painting, so

masculine, so

metaphysical, so

patriarchal, can

become, as in

Fanchon’s practice,

another thing. A

practice that is free.

When I first met Sylvie Fanchon, she had stopped painting. She told me so without sadness. She was
done, at least at that time, with it. She kindly showed me the drawings she was making. Besides the
dimensions and texture of working on paper, perhaps the most significant difference from her painting
was that of the game of colors produced between the color of the surface itself, white, and the pencil
that colored the paper in different tones and intensities of gray. 

In these drawings, there were phrases that I had not seen before in her work. In the case of the drawing
that most caught my attention, the words, now in English, formed the set THESHOWMUSTGOON.
Above it, emerged the silhouette of a smiling cow.13 It took me a while to recognize it, but eventually I
was able to associate it with the image of a brand of cheese that my daughter likes. Also, still hung on
her studio walls, there was one of her latest paintings. Near the silhouette of a dog, appeared the letters
KEEP/UPSPIRITSYOUR.14 In its tearing and rearrangement I was able to locate a type of language, or
rather a use of language, that has become part of a dominant culture. That which, in its authority and its
cruelty, denotes a regime that pretends to make us responsible for our well-being. Linguistic strategies
of the as if type that seek to anchor in us the responsibility for our destinies. As if it were one’s will that
allows life to continue or to end. I remembered those moments of pandemic when I was instructed in
those unbearable expressions intended to be declarative statements: “The show must go on”. Is this a
show? Whose show? For whom? Why must it go on? What is it that must go on? I also remembered the
fury in my friend Sonia’s eyes when, dying of cancer, someone told her to keep her spirits up, that it
would help her to recover. As if it depended on her spirits whether her cells would multiply or not. After
visiting Sylvie Fanchon’s studio, I called my sister who is an oncologist. I asked her why doctors said
such phrases. She thoughtfully replied, “Sometimes we don't have much to say, but it would certainly
be better to remain silent.”

The language, extracted from writing conventions and found in Fanchon’s drawings, allowed, as in the
Cortana series, a detachment that releases a laugh at the nonsense and obtuseness of the linguistic
operation and the existential imbalances that playing with language caused. The mismatch between
the smiling cow and the authoritarian statement created a gap. Humor appeared in it, but not without a
hint of irritation and sorrow. 

These works insist on the truth of the art work, in dismantling its pretensions and authority. Painting, so
masculine, so metaphysical, so patriarchal, can become, as in Fanchon’s practice, another thing. A
practice that is free. When Fanchon paints, she plays, has fun, enjoys herself. She is also angry, but that
does not take away the pleasure of playing and including us in it.

Sylvie Fanchon, Keep Your Spirits Up, 2023, acrylic on canvas, 40 x 50 cm. Courtesy the artist and Galerie
Maubert.

The morning I visited Sylvie Fanchon’s studio turned into afternoon. We reviewed the works she had
stored there. One by one, we went over her techniques and the reasons that had led her to making
them. She showed me the stencil shapes she keeps in a folder, where letters of various sizes, and
cartoon characters, are piled up. She generously spoke to me in English, although, after a while and
about certain things, she would switch to French. There are things that one can only say in one’s own
language. Time went by in talking not only about art, but also about our daughters—what it means to be
mothers and to be artists. About work and care. We also talked about our mothers and fathers, our
inheritances and legacies, the places where we were born, and how to live in the times we are living.
About what the pandemic did to us, and what we have lost. For Fanchon, these intimate detours are
not part of her work, but for me they are important to know when I write about her. It is only from there
that I can think about the truth. A truth that no longer pretends to be universal, not even true. Perhaps
only possible, thinkable, speakable, shareable.

Now, while thinking and writing about Sylvie Fanchon’s work, I realize that I am smiling too.

Translated from Spanish by Ana Andrade - Please contact us to request the original essay in Spanish
Published in May 2023

Sylvie Fanchon according to Helena Chávez Mac Gregor Reading time 35’

JESUISDESOLEEJENAIPASCOMPRIS. A

reflection on truth in Sylvie

Fanchon’s painting.

Sylvie Fanchon, Sans titre (Tableau Scotch), 2014, 40 x 60 cm, Collection MAC VAL.

Helena Chávez Mac Gregor and Sylvie Fanchon, Paris, November 2022.
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1. Sylvie Fanchon, Untitled (The Strange Woman), 2022, wall mural, 60 x 80 cm and Sylvie
Fanchon, The Strange Woman, 2013, acrylic on canvas, 60 x 80 cm.

2. Sylvie Fanchon, BONJOURSINOUSDISCUTIONS, 2021. Blanc de Meudon (crushed chalk)
on windows, 440 x 221 cm, installation at Bétonsalon (March 2021 to March 2023).

3. Sylvie Fanchon, Sans titre (Caractères), 2009. Acrylic on canvas, 114 x 196 cm.

4. This idea follows Francis Bacon’s approach to game and the artist’s relationship with
painting: “You see, all art has now become completely a game by which man distracts
himself; and you may say it has always been like that, but now it’s entirely a game. And I think
that that is the way things have changed, and what is fascinating now is that it’s going to
become much more difficult for the artist, because he must really deepen the game to be any
good at all.” David Sylvester, La brutalidad de los hechos: entrevistas con Francis Bacon
(Polígrafa, Barcelone, 2009).

5. Sylvie Fanchon, Sylvie Fanchon (Gratitude, Beaux-Arts de Paris éditions, Paris, 2020), p.
53. Our translation from: “J’introduis une dialectique à l’aide de figures futiles, caricaturales,
issues du monde des images. C’est une ‘mise en garde’, une façon de dire ‘restons vigilants’
face à la puissance de séduction de la peinture.”

6. TOHELPYOUREMEMBER / WHATISIMPORTANT / IMSORRYIDIDNTHEARANYTHING /
IMSORRYCONNECTIONFAILED / WHATIFWECHATTED /
TELLMEWHATINEEDTOKNOWTOPROTECTYOURPRIVATELIFE

7.  Sylvie Fanchon, Keep Your Spirits Up, 2023, acrylic on canvas, 40 x 50 cm.

8. Sylvie Fanchon, Cortana (jesuisdésolée), 130 x 197 cm, acrylic on canvas, 2018. Translates
to: IMSORRYIDIDNTUNDERSTAND

9. IMSORRYIDIDNTHEARANYTHING

10. Sylvie Fanchon, SAGESFEMMES, 2017. Mural, acrylic paint, dimensions variable (height =
⅕ of length). Unique work. Reinstalled following the work’s protocol for A mains nues,
exhibition of the collection at MAC VAL, Vitry-sur-Seine, 2022.

11. Jacques Derrida, La verdad en pintura, Buenos Aires, Paídos, 2001, p. 19. In English edition:
Jacques Derrida, The Truth in Painting, Chicago, The University of Chicago Press, 1987, p. 5.

12. One of the most important aesthetic-political strategies in Latin America that demands the
safe return of those who have disappeared in the last 40 years is graphically related to the use
of silhouettes. This action has as its matrix what has been designated as the ‘Siluetazo’:
“Three visual artists: Rodolfo Aguerreberry, Julio Flores and Guillermo Kexel, devised the
action and brought the proposal to the Mothers and Grandmothers of Plaza de Mayo, in
Buenos Aires, as well as to different social and human rights organizations. A few months
before the end of the military regime, on September 21, 1983, within the framework of the III
Resistance March, the organizers improvised an open-air workshop and, using stencils,
began to outline human silhouettes on paper, which they then pasted vertically on the walls of
the surrounding buildings, on top of other existing posters, on trees, etc. Following this
gesture, the public’s appropriation was immediate. Hundreds of demonstrators provided other
materials for making silhouettes, “putting up their bodies” to be outlined, adding them to those
already put up by the organizers.” Florencia Battiti, El Siluetzo at:
https://muac.unam.mx/exposicion/el-siluetazo

13. Sylvie Fanchon, Cortana (jemappellecortana) and Cortana (quepuisjefairepourvous), both
50 x 70 cm, acrylic on canvas, 2018. Translates to:
MYNAMEISCORTANA/WHATCANIDOFORYOU

14. Sylvie Fanchon, title unknown (THESHOWMUSTGOON), 2022, pencil on paper.
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Sages Femmes, literalmente en mi traducción “mujeres sabias”, pero en francés la manera en que se nombra a las 

parteras, a las comadronas, a las matronas. Dichas palabras coinciden con las iniciales de la artista. Sylvie Fanchon / 

Sages Femmes / S.F. ¿Sería una casualidad su manera de signar la obra?, ¿una manera de establecer un vínculo con una 

comunidad secreta de mujeres?

Mi rodeo terminó en el corazón de la ciudad, en el Beaux-Arts de París. En un salón de juntas de la Escuela Nacional de 

Bellas Artes. Nunca antes había estado en una escuela de artes tan hermosa y tan cargada de historia. ¿Cómo se puede 

hacer arte con tanta historia?, me preguntaba mientras pensaba en la distancia que tenemos respecto a la propia historia 

del arte. Ahí me esperaba un cuadro de Sylvie. Un lienzo de fondo azul cielo —¿sería más bien celeste? ¿Por qué me 

cuesta tanto identificar y nombrar los colores?—, con una figura al centro en rojo.6  Era la silueta de un perro que había 

visto muchas veces de niña en caricaturas. No podía recordar ninguna de ellas. Reconocía la imagen pero no podía si-

tuarla en una acción especifica. Me despertaba cierta ternura pero no tenía tampoco ningún apego emocional hacia ella. 

Ahora, escribiendo esto, descubro en Google bajo la busqueda “perros viejos en caricaturas” que se llama Droppy y es un 

personaje de la Metro Goldwin Mayer.



I have a recurring dream, in which I talk to a friend in French. He is a French speaker. Outside the oneiric
realm we communicate in Spanish and English. But every time I dream about him, we speak in French.
Inevitably, the dream lasts only a few seconds, as long as I manage to speak before I run out of words.
Many times, I wake up with my mouth stuck. 

I should speak French, but I don’t. I studied it as a child and later as a teenager. In college, I studied
philosophy and, as I finally chose to work on aesthetics and politics, I ended up reading endless
treatises in that language. But I don’t speak it at all. 

The first painting I saw by Sylvie Fanchon was a black and white bichrome. On a black background,
white figures recall the shapes of cartoon representations of animals. A dog, or some four-legged being,
walks with its head up on the bottom right side of the painting and a plump little bird leans on a strip of
white paint made in one brushstroke, on which a series of black letters made in stencil are piled up to
form a set of signs: JESUISDESOLEEJENAIPASCOMPRIS.1

Sylvie Fanchon, Cortana (jesuidésolée), 2018, acrylic on canvas, twice 130 x 197 cm. View of the exhibition "Je
m'appelle Cortana," Frac Franche-Comté, Besançon, 2018-2019, Collection Musée d'Art Moderne de la Ville de
Paris.

I stared at the painting for a long time, putting the letters together and forming the words. I didn’t
manage to form the sentence right away, I had to try several times, using punctuation marks: Je-suis-
désolée, je-n’ai-pas-compris. It didn’t seem like a conundrum, but the work forced me to go slowly,
perhaps at the same speed that my brain processes the language. I clumsily read the painting. Out of
context the phrase didn’t say much, or said so much that I couldn’t place it either. However, the
anchorage with the other characters made it less dense. I wondered if the intention of the use of
language in the painting was political, as in the work of so many other Francophone artists, where
language is a critical or agitational device—Guy Debord, Claire Fontaine, Thierry Geoffroy—; if it was an
exercise concerning the ego—Ben Vautier—, or if it was more of a poetic inclination—René Magritte,
Francis Alÿs. Inevitably, the phrase Soleil Politique from Marcel Broodthaers’ work came to my mind,
perhaps because it was the reference that once hung in a reproduction in my house. I forced myself to
concentrate and cling to find the expression of a brushstroke, to feel the color in the painting. After
several minutes of pretending to contemplate, I laughed. I laughed at myself and how difficult it is for
me to understand painting. I was surprised at how uncomfortable it made me feel not knowing where to
stand, how grumpy my clumsiness made me. I looked at the letters again and read out loud
JESUISDESOLEEJENAIPASCOMPRIS.

My encounter with Sylvie Fanchon’s work began with a detour, discovering her from some of the
spaces that her work inhabits, in and around Paris—the city where she lives. It began in the suburbs, at
La Galerie, centre d’art contemporain de Noisy-le-Sec in the Seine-Saint-Denis department, where the
exhibition “Hedy Lamarr. The Strange Woman” included two small paintings by Fanchon. A bichrome
with a blue background and orange stripes forming the phrase The Strange Woman, title taken from the
eponymous 1946 film starring Hedy Lamarr. And the other piece, with the same inscription, but in a
different font and carved in the white wall in such a way that the color contrast between the
background and the shape was so faint that it almost went unnoticed.2

Sylvie Fanchon, Sans titre (The Strange Woman), 2022, in situ mural, 60 x 80 cm. Production La Galerie,
centre d’art contemporain de Noisy-le-Sec. Courtesy the artist and Galerie Maubert, Paris © Adagp, Paris,
2022.

Exhibition views of "Hedy Lamarr - The Strange Woman", 2022, La Galerie, center d'art contemporain de
Noisy-le-Sec. Photos: © Salim Santa Lucia, 2022.

Sylvie Fanchon, VEUILLEZNINDIQUERAUCUNEINFORMATIONPERSONNELLE, 2023, Blanc de Meudon
on glass, 440 x 221 cm. Sentences written on the windows of Bétonsalon from March 2021 to March 2023,
Bétonsalon, Paris. Photo : Antonin Horquin.

Sylvie Fanchon, JESUISDESOLEEJENAIRIENENTENDU, 2023, Blanc de Meudon on glass, 440 x 221 cm.
Sentences written on the windows of Bétonsalon from March 2021 to March 2023, Bétonsalon, Paris.
Photo : Bétonsalon.

Next, in the 13th arrondissement of Paris, I visited Bétonsalon - Centre d'art et de recherche. On the
external facade there is a permanent installation, or semi-permanent— because the nature of the
material makes it ephemeral. There, on the glass surface, using a layer of watered-down Blanc de
Meudon (a kind of white paint made with crushed chalk with an earthy texture), the letters
JESUISDE/SOLEEJE/NAIRIEN/ENTENDU3 appear as negative unpainted space on four glass panels
with circular strokes that recall the movement made when cleaning windows.4

Later, again in the suburbs, at the MAC VAL, Musée d'art contemporain du Val-de-Marne in the town
of Vitry-sur-Seine, I found a huge mural with a black background and ‘flesh’-colored stripes—a color
that clearly does not exist as there is no flesh color as such, but I would not know how to name it;
maybe something between pink, brown and sand, but which my head instantly defined as ‘flesh’
colored, irritating me with the racist persistency of language. Diagonal stripes of the same width ran
across the wall beginning and ending in a ripped cut, evidencing the methodology, an adhesive tape
stencil.5 On the left side from top to bottom it reads:

S
A
G
E
S
F
E
M
M
E
S

Sages femmes literally means ‘wise women’, but in French it is the way midwives are named. These
words coincide with the artist’s initials. Sylvie Fanchon / Sages Femmes / S.F. Was this way of signing
her work a coincidence? Could it be a way of establishing a link with a secret community of women?

Sylvie Fanchon, SAGESFEMMES, 2017, exhibition view of "A mains nues", exhibition of the collection, MAC
VAL, Vitry-sur-Seine, 2022.

My detour ended in the heart of the city, at the fine arts school, in an office of the École nationale des
beaux-arts de Paris. I had never been in such a beautiful art school—so loaded in history. There, a
painting by Fanchon was waiting for me. A canvas with a sky-blue background—was it more like light
blue? Why is it so hard for me to identify and name colors?—with a small red cartoon figure in the
center.6 It was the silhouette of a dog that I had seen many times as a child. I could not remember
which cartoon it came from. I recognized the image, but could not place it in a specific context. It
aroused a certain tenderness in me, but I had no emotional attachment to it either. Now, while writing
this, I discover on Google, under the search “old dogs in cartoons”, that the character’s name is Droopy
and it is a Metro-Goldwyn-Mayer character.

Sylvie Fanchon, Sans titre (Caractères), 2009, acrylic on canvas, 114 x 196 cm. Collection Beaux-arts de Paris,
MU 12 669.

I usually write about

artists that I know

well or that I have

worked with for a long

time.

In this detour, besides intuiting the themes, rhythms, continuities and insistences in Fanchon’s work, I
came across something I did not expect. Every time someone asked me what I was doing in Paris, and I
replied that I had come to see Sylvie Fanchon’s work, something changed in the look and the gesture of
those who questioned me. A smile that awakened the face. It was something subtle, as if the bodies
were relieved, as if they regained a moment of contentment. The first time I noticed it, I was curious,
but, in the repetition of the gesture, I found relief too. 

I usually write about artists that I know well or that I have worked with for a long time. Besides a caution
against finding myself in situations where I need to force ideas, to try to say something meaningful
about a work I do not really like, I suppose it is also a provision so that I don’t end up working with, or on
the practice of, people I don’t feel comfortable with. I spent ten years of my life researching a French
philosopher and when I finally met him it was so disappointing that it left me with no room for
serendipity.  When I was invited to write about Sylvie Fanchon my first impulse was to say no, apart
from the aforementioned reservations, I prefer not to write about painting. It’s not that I don’t like it, but
I feel somehow surpassed and overtaken by it. However, there was something about Fanchon’s work
that made me curious. This, and the collapse of certainties that the pandemic left behind, prompted me
to suspend my rules. A few months earlier, an invitation to present at a conference in Johannesburg,
which I couldn’t refuse, led me to investigate the work of Frida Kahlo. Focusing on a series of self-
portraits, I discovered a marvelous pictorial world that opened up questions, which left me intrigued
and wanting more. So,  I said yes to the task. Fortunately, the desire to look at other things, to think
about other ideas, to learn more about painting, to write about women who paint, was stronger. From
these detours and accompanied by the smiles of those who heard her name, I began to delve into
Sylvie Fanchon’s work.

Sylvie Fanchon, Sans titre (Glory), 2020, 2020, acrylic on canvas, 40 x 60 cm. Courtesy the artist and
Galerie Maubert.

Sylvie Fanchon, exhibition view "SYLVIEFANCHON.COM", Galerie Maubert, 2021. Courtesy the artist and
Galerie Maubert.

Sylvie Fanchon thought that if her career stumbled, it was not because she was a woman but because
she was not good enough, or maybe because at the end of the twentieth century and the beginning of
the twenty-first, nobody cared about painting anymore. However, when I finally spoke with her, she
said that she now realizes that her career was determined or at least marked by the fact of being a
woman. Could that be the reason why I did not know her? Because she is a painter? Because she is
French? Or because she is a woman? Fanchon is not particularly concerned with positioning herself in a
history of women’s art, nor in a feminist production. However, I do wonder what women’s painting is.
How women place themselves in a tradition, a medium that has been masculine for centuries; where
the plots, gestures, and values have not only been created by men but created by a fully patriarchal
logic and dynamics. Painting, as John Berger said, imposed specific ways of seeing, which kept a
complicity with capitalism—as much as with the objectification of women. After decades, in which this
has been pointed out, are there other ways of seeing and producing today? Other ways of painting?
Can one continue painting after dismantling the metaphysical, sexist and capitalist logics of the
medium?

Sylvie Fanchon, Sans titre (Tableaux Scotch), 2016, 50 x 70 cm.
Courtesy the artist and Galerie Maubert.

Sylvie Fanchon, Sans titre (Tableaux Scotch), 2016, 50 x 70 cm.
Courtesy the artist and Galerie Maubert.

Sylvie Fanchon, Sans titre (Fantôme), 2015, 50 x 60 cm. Collections
FRAC-Artothèque Nouvelle-Aquitaine. © Adagp, Paris. Photo :
Frédérique Avril.

Fanchon assumes the

death of painting with

the grace of being out

of time.

Sylvie Fanchon sits on the history of art and laughs, not without anger, at the pretensions of
sacredness, interiority and contemplation of painting. She also laughs at the aspiration to change the
world with art. She seeks truth with painting, but perhaps, unlike other artists, she does not seek truth
in the painting, nor truth in painting. This last proposition, which Derrida attributes to Cézanne, reminds
us of the knot we are in: 

That which pertains [a trait à] to the thing itself. By reason of the power ascribed to
painting (the power of direct reproduction or restitution, adequation or transparency,
etc.), “the truth in painting,” in the French language which is not a painting, could mean
and be understood as: truth itself restored, in person, without mediation, makeup, mask,
or veil. In other words, the true truth or the truth of the truth, restituted in its power of
restitution, truth looking sufficiently like itself to escape any misprision, any illusion; and
even any representation–but sufficiently divided already to resemble, produce, or
engender itself twice over, in accordance with the two genitives: truth of truth and truth
of truth.7

Truth in painting, in this double genitive, was undoubtedly the philosophical obsession of the medium.
Painting comes to Fanchon when it is already mortally wounded. Although this does not mean its end, it
does entail the decline of metaphysical aspirations in it. Thus, Fanchon’s questioning does not seem to
be an ontological inquiry but a material one. She suggests remaining cautious before the power of
fascination and enchantment of painting, and to do this, she establishes three limits from which to
work: surface, color and form. With these three elements, which are modified throughout more than
four decades of her career, the artist experiments to produce truth in painting. In the painting, in her
painting, in every painting. Her work is to insist, almost obsessively, on these components without ever
returning to a field determined by the artist’s technical, expressive or intuitive genius in the classical
sense of painting tradition, nor to the cold purism of the medium. Here, there is a pictorial research of
the first order, which is within the history of painting itself, but already outside its teleology. 

Sylvie Fanchon does not make abstract or expressionist painting; she is neither conceptual nor lyrical.
Hers is a production that insists on investigating color and form without ever forgetting the delimitation
that allows the existence of that work. The space—the canvas, wall or glass—is not a window, but
rather a surface. There is something in this search that frees us from the pressures of painting, that
relieves. She does not see herself as a feminist artist, but to me it is refreshing to find a woman’s
painting that does not follow the male mandate, that neither imitates it nor assumes the place
historically designated to female painters. Fanchon assumes the death of painting with the grace of
being out of time. Therefore, rather than aiming on geniality, she plays. She establishes a series of rules
to play and, from there, to unfold the possibilities of truth present in her paintings. Playing is not a banal
nor a complementary activity, it is perhaps the resource that remains once the historical pathos of
painting is broken.8

Sylvie Fanchon, Sans titre, 1994, 130 × 162 cm. Courtesy the artist. Sylvie Fanchon, Sans titre, 1994, 130 × 162 cm. Courtesy the artist. Sylvie Fanchon, Sans titre, 1994, 130 × 162 cm. Courtesy the artist.

Going back to the elements of her work, from the beginning of Fanchon’s career, in the late eighties, we
find that her research is delimited by the surface. She builds from the plane, tracing the area that
determines a working space. The frame, the edge in her work, because it lacks ornament, is not an
exterior but a limit. In choosing not to adorn it she creates a two-dimensional space. It is interesting
how this limit changes in her work. Although in many of her pieces this is determined by the canvas,
there is also an exploration that takes it to the wall, where the surface expands. Likewise, there are the
glass panels where she explores other materialities, but in which she insists on the condition of the
plane as surface. Fanchon’s painting plays with scale and with the functions of the work. In the sense
the canvas has historically had, her pieces can be interior—inside a gallery, museum, house—or exterior
—the street, the public space. In both cases, interestingly, the rules of the work remain constant.
Fanchon does not modify her execution in the face of the pedagogical or spectacular possibilities
offered by muralism or street facade.  

Her work, contained in this delimited space, focuses on the tension between color and form. On the one
hand, in terms of color, she always works with bichrome, creating visual games between two colors.
This is perhaps to mark a certain affinity with minimalism, but refusing to endow with a single color
alone the weight of an individual object. Her experimentation proposes composition games. Even if the
viewer only sees two colors, in reality, there are several colors contained in the work. With the colors,
the artist seeks neither the creation of density, nor of light, nor of dimensions. Nor does she pretend to
affirm the medium as an instance of visual purism, much less to express or provoke feelings; her artistic
practice lies in pointing out the game of what appears in between. In their crossing, their opposition,
their tension.

Sylvie Fanchon, Sans titre (Accrochages), 2011, acrylic on canvas,
twice 130 x 196 cm. Exhibition view "SF à Sète", CRAC Sète, 2012.
Collection FRAC Franche-Comté.

Sylvie Fanchon, exhibition view "SF à Sète", CRAC Sète, 2012. Sylvie Fanchon, exhibition view, Galerie Bernard Jordan, Paris, 2007.
Courtesy the artist.

Sylvie Fanchon, Motifs, 2005, 60 x 82 cm. Courtesy the artist and
Galerie Maubert.

Sylvie Fanchon, Monochrome décoratif bleu et rouge, 2009, 114 x
162 cm. Collections FRAC Corse, © Adagp, Paris.

Sylvie Fanchon, Sans titre (Caractères), 2010, 50 x 65 cm. Courtesy
the artist and Galerie Maubert.
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There, the third element in her work emerges, the form. Although Fanchon works with representations,
they do not seek a realism that allows affirming the thing’s truth. There is no substitution or mediation;
on the contrary, her forms are appropriations of signs removed from their contexts. Fanchon’s forms are
silhouettes, and there is much that is uncanny in them since, at least in my Latin American tradition,
they are reminiscent of the graphic-political exercises that pointed to missing people.9 The silhouette is
that which appears in the place of the disappeared. That moment taken from children’s games of
drawing the outline of a body lying on the ground, going around its silhouette and then removing it to
keep its double. Sometimes we are left with only the double. The silhouettes in Fanchon’s work are
produced with stencils, a methodology associated with street painting such as graffiti or in artistic-
activist practices where the stencil is used to create repetitions in hurried situations, and where the
technique does not matter and the ideal of the original is not pursued. In Fanchon’s work, the silhouette
figures operate as appropriations and copies of symbols, letters and figures. These silhouettes are
recognizable, but they are distorted and their meaning, therefore, deferred. 

In the 1990s, the forms that emerged from her bichrome were geometric or architectural figures,
squares and rectangles that could be the outline of a house or a plan for the construction of an object
(Untitled, 1994); later they became botanical motifs, the outlines of some sort of plants and grass
(Untitled, 2007), but also decorative ornaments such as frames of different shapes, sizes and colors
(Untitled, 2008), busts that resemble old sculptures or unformed stains (Untitled, Aspects 2012) or
haircuts of long and stylish hair (Untitled, 2017). In Fanchon’s work these depicted ornaments—
decoration and  adornment —detach what has historically been taken in painting as that which is
additive, external to the representation of the object, to put it in the center, to make the whole painting,
and the truth that it can produce about it. In the 2000s, the silhouettes shifted from the outline of
animals (Untitled, Aspects, 2012; Untitled, Tableaux bêtes, 2009) to those of cartoon characters,
(Untitled, Caractères, 2010). This allows another game that intervenes in the pictorial tradition in that it
introduces humor from these figures devoid of any drama or expressiveness. They are not the
characters in vogue or belonging specifically to French culture. They are, rather, elements of a vaguely
common, standard, global culture. I show them to my six-year-old daughter and she can recognize the
outlines of them—a bird, a dog, a coyote—but she doesn’t know the specific references. This is where
Fanchon’s work operates, in being able to sit in the history of painting to play and warn: “I introduce a
dialectic with the help of futile, caricatural figures from the world of images. It is a 'warning', a way of
saying 'let us remain vigilant' in the face of the seductive power of painting.”10

Sylvie Fanchon, Architecture, 1994, 50 x 150 cm. Courtesy the artist and Galerie Maubert.

Sylvie Fanchon, Sans titre, 1995, 50 × 73 cm. Courtesy the artist.

In this same sense, language appears in her work. With it, she does not intend to dictate the truth or her
truth, nor to propagate a slogan, nor postulate, much less to communicate a feeling or idea. Language
is again a symbol that she appropriates in order to disavow it of its power. Without spelling or grammar,
she gets on language’s nerves. As she puts letters together, unfollowing writing conventions, the
referent becomes strange, ambiguous. 

Although Fanchon’s body of work, after more than four decades dedicated to painting, is very
extensive and complex, it seems to me that these are the elements that delimit her universe. As if they
were the components and rules with which she decided to play and establish a game with the viewer. It
is from there that she sits in the history of painting, she is in it, but also beyond it. Her truth no longer has
to do with validating a tradition, but with finding the logic and rigor of her own operation. She does it
seriously but not without grace, she is constantly laughing at us and at herself.

A few months ago, I was at a friend’s house with our respective children. The children were playing
while we were talking. Their game was a sort of dance contest, where each one of them could play their
favorite song. I hadn’t paid much attention to how the game operated, until the screaming made me
realize that part of it had to do with which of them Alexa obeyed. Each child was shouting a song to
Alexa, Amazon’s virtual assistant, to play. The voices were getting louder and louder, and the children’s
tone became aggressive as she didn’t recognize what they were saying. After a few minutes of
watching the show, I stopped to tell them not to yell at her. It annoyed me to see how they were talking
to a woman, even if it was a simulation of one. Why is it that all virtual assistants have a woman’s name
and voice? Does that insist on women’s labor in care work ? Does the cold and aggressive tone with
which we relate to them validate in children the very possibility of violence towards us? I wondered all
this as I helplessly watched how my friend’s son yelled, “Alexa, turn off”.

Sylvie Fanchon, (bonjourjesuisicipourvousaidez), 2018 , acrylic on canvas, 120 x 240 cm. Courtesy the artist
and Galerie Maubert.

Sylvie Fanchon, Cortana (quepuisjefairepourvous), 2018, acrylic on canvas, 50 x 70 cm. Courtesy the artist
and Galerie Maubert.

JEMAPPELLECORTANA/QUEPUISJEFAIREPOURVOUS.11 It is 2014, and Sylvie Fanchon comes across
a new artificial intelligence service automatically downloaded to her phone. Her name is Cortana, and
she introduces herself as Microsoft’s “personal productivity assistant”. She helps users find sites of
interest, social networks and services. She does so, like almost all such forms of artificial intelligence,
using a helpful tone—available in several languages—and by asking questions that, in their logical
simplicity and linguistic awkwardness, become existential queries.

Cortana is originally the name of an ancient Scandinavian sword, which was used to name the artificial
intelligence character in the Halo universe. There, Cortana is built by cloning a woman’s brain, although
she has no physical form—she is just a voice. In the game, Cortana was designed for espionage and
infiltration purposes. She is described as an intelligent and lively “being” with a sense of humor. She is
loyal to humans, perhaps because she herself is a clone. Therefore, to create a personal digital
assistant, Microsoft has used the character of that saga, and intends to propose a more personal
service, which can compete with Siri or Alexa. Its most remarkable function, we are informed, is that
she allows you to remember things. You can tell Cortana to remind you of anything. 

Fanchon uses the phrases that this operating system has thrown at her. With them she has built the
Cortana series since 2017. Words are the central characters of the pictorial spaces in this series. Their
appearance in the game of bichrome is produced with templates, stencils in this case of letters, which
allow its precise production. It is not the artist’s handwriting, it is a common typeface, that can be
replicated uniformly in the different pieces of the series. Cortana’s sentences are appropriated and
reproduced by Fanchon, always appearing in capital letters and without punctuation. Thus, there is no
indication marking the beginning or end of each word. The mechanicity of language in the operating
system works in its pictorial decomposition as a creator of estrangement.
POURVOUSAIDERAVOUSRAPPELER/CEQUIESTIMPORTANT/
JESUISDESOLEEJENAIRIENENTENDU/JESUISDESOLEECONNEXIONIMPOSSIBLE/
ETSINOUSDISCUTIONS/DITESMOICEQUEJEDEVRAISSAVOIRAFINDEPROTEGERVOTREVIEPRIVEE.

Sylvie Fanchon, Cortana (voicidesexemples), 2018, acrylic on canvas,
100 x 160 cm. Courtesy the artist and Galerie Maubert.

Sylvie Fanchon, Cortana (voiciunexemple...), 2018, acrylic on canvas,
100 x 160 cm. Collection Frac Franche-Comté, Besançon.

Sylvie Fanchon, Cortana (Echange), 2018, acrylic on canvas, 100 x
160 cm. Courtesy the artist Galerie Maubert.

The figures chosen by Sylvie Fanchon, whether animal forms or letters, do not pretend to be
representational but serve as a cultural and epistemological index, perhaps a punctum in a moment of
the world. On the surface of her painting appears the absurdity of representation and truth in artificial
intelligence. It would be funny if it were not grim. AI has come to stay, Fanchon’s Cortana paintings will
be a reminder to beware of the enchantments of them.

The language Cortana uses is one of those futile silhouettes drawn from our world of representation, the
appropriate double of our shared culture’s absent referent. In its simplicity, Fanchon shows us, with
delicacy and humor, that there is no natural principle. This allows us a joyful detachment from
metaphysics. The beauty in Fanchon’s work is not in the truth in painting, in relation to the thing or
being, but in the joy of having freed ourselves from it. With it the true truth, the truth of truth, has been
broken. 

Painting, so

masculine, so

metaphysical, so

patriarchal, can

become, as in

Fanchon’s practice,

another thing. A

practice that is free.

When I first met Sylvie Fanchon, she had stopped painting. She told me so without sadness. She was
done, at least at that time, with it. She kindly showed me the drawings she was making. Besides the
dimensions and texture of working on paper, perhaps the most significant difference from her painting
was that of the game of colors produced between the color of the surface itself, white, and the pencil
that colored the paper in different tones and intensities of gray. 

In these drawings, there were phrases that I had not seen before in her work. In the case of the drawing
that most caught my attention, the words, now in English, formed the set THESHOWMUSTGOON.
Above it, emerged the silhouette of a smiling cow.13 It took me a while to recognize it, but eventually I
was able to associate it with the image of a brand of cheese that my daughter likes. Also, still hung on
her studio walls, there was one of her latest paintings. Near the silhouette of a dog, appeared the letters
KEEP/UPSPIRITSYOUR.14 In its tearing and rearrangement I was able to locate a type of language, or
rather a use of language, that has become part of a dominant culture. That which, in its authority and its
cruelty, denotes a regime that pretends to make us responsible for our well-being. Linguistic strategies
of the as if type that seek to anchor in us the responsibility for our destinies. As if it were one’s will that
allows life to continue or to end. I remembered those moments of pandemic when I was instructed in
those unbearable expressions intended to be declarative statements: “The show must go on”. Is this a
show? Whose show? For whom? Why must it go on? What is it that must go on? I also remembered the
fury in my friend Sonia’s eyes when, dying of cancer, someone told her to keep her spirits up, that it
would help her to recover. As if it depended on her spirits whether her cells would multiply or not. After
visiting Sylvie Fanchon’s studio, I called my sister who is an oncologist. I asked her why doctors said
such phrases. She thoughtfully replied, “Sometimes we don't have much to say, but it would certainly
be better to remain silent.”

The language, extracted from writing conventions and found in Fanchon’s drawings, allowed, as in the
Cortana series, a detachment that releases a laugh at the nonsense and obtuseness of the linguistic
operation and the existential imbalances that playing with language caused. The mismatch between
the smiling cow and the authoritarian statement created a gap. Humor appeared in it, but not without a
hint of irritation and sorrow. 

These works insist on the truth of the art work, in dismantling its pretensions and authority. Painting, so
masculine, so metaphysical, so patriarchal, can become, as in Fanchon’s practice, another thing. A
practice that is free. When Fanchon paints, she plays, has fun, enjoys herself. She is also angry, but that
does not take away the pleasure of playing and including us in it.

Sylvie Fanchon, Keep Your Spirits Up, 2023, acrylic on canvas, 40 x 50 cm. Courtesy the artist and Galerie
Maubert.

The morning I visited Sylvie Fanchon’s studio turned into afternoon. We reviewed the works she had
stored there. One by one, we went over her techniques and the reasons that had led her to making
them. She showed me the stencil shapes she keeps in a folder, where letters of various sizes, and
cartoon characters, are piled up. She generously spoke to me in English, although, after a while and
about certain things, she would switch to French. There are things that one can only say in one’s own
language. Time went by in talking not only about art, but also about our daughters—what it means to be
mothers and to be artists. About work and care. We also talked about our mothers and fathers, our
inheritances and legacies, the places where we were born, and how to live in the times we are living.
About what the pandemic did to us, and what we have lost. For Fanchon, these intimate detours are
not part of her work, but for me they are important to know when I write about her. It is only from there
that I can think about the truth. A truth that no longer pretends to be universal, not even true. Perhaps
only possible, thinkable, speakable, shareable.

Now, while thinking and writing about Sylvie Fanchon’s work, I realize that I am smiling too.

Translated from Spanish by Ana Andrade - Please contact us to request the original essay in Spanish
Published in May 2023

Sylvie Fanchon according to Helena Chávez Mac Gregor Reading time 35’
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Sylvie Fanchon, Sans titre (Tableau Scotch), 2014, 40 x 60 cm, Collection MAC VAL.

Helena Chávez Mac Gregor and Sylvie Fanchon, Paris, November 2022.

1.

2.

3.

4.

5.

1. Sylvie Fanchon, Untitled (The Strange Woman), 2022, wall mural, 60 x 80 cm and Sylvie
Fanchon, The Strange Woman, 2013, acrylic on canvas, 60 x 80 cm.

2. Sylvie Fanchon, BONJOURSINOUSDISCUTIONS, 2021. Blanc de Meudon (crushed chalk)
on windows, 440 x 221 cm, installation at Bétonsalon (March 2021 to March 2023).

3. Sylvie Fanchon, Sans titre (Caractères), 2009. Acrylic on canvas, 114 x 196 cm.

4. This idea follows Francis Bacon’s approach to game and the artist’s relationship with
painting: “You see, all art has now become completely a game by which man distracts
himself; and you may say it has always been like that, but now it’s entirely a game. And I think
that that is the way things have changed, and what is fascinating now is that it’s going to
become much more difficult for the artist, because he must really deepen the game to be any
good at all.” David Sylvester, La brutalidad de los hechos: entrevistas con Francis Bacon
(Polígrafa, Barcelone, 2009).

5. Sylvie Fanchon, Sylvie Fanchon (Gratitude, Beaux-Arts de Paris éditions, Paris, 2020), p.
53. Our translation from: “J’introduis une dialectique à l’aide de figures futiles, caricaturales,
issues du monde des images. C’est une ‘mise en garde’, une façon de dire ‘restons vigilants’
face à la puissance de séduction de la peinture.”

6. TOHELPYOUREMEMBER / WHATISIMPORTANT / IMSORRYIDIDNTHEARANYTHING /
IMSORRYCONNECTIONFAILED / WHATIFWECHATTED /
TELLMEWHATINEEDTOKNOWTOPROTECTYOURPRIVATELIFE

7.  Sylvie Fanchon, Keep Your Spirits Up, 2023, acrylic on canvas, 40 x 50 cm.

8. Sylvie Fanchon, Cortana (jesuisdésolée), 130 x 197 cm, acrylic on canvas, 2018. Translates
to: IMSORRYIDIDNTUNDERSTAND

9. IMSORRYIDIDNTHEARANYTHING

10. Sylvie Fanchon, SAGESFEMMES, 2017. Mural, acrylic paint, dimensions variable (height =
⅕ of length). Unique work. Reinstalled following the work’s protocol for A mains nues,
exhibition of the collection at MAC VAL, Vitry-sur-Seine, 2022.

11. Jacques Derrida, La verdad en pintura, Buenos Aires, Paídos, 2001, p. 19. In English edition:
Jacques Derrida, The Truth in Painting, Chicago, The University of Chicago Press, 1987, p. 5.

12. One of the most important aesthetic-political strategies in Latin America that demands the
safe return of those who have disappeared in the last 40 years is graphically related to the use
of silhouettes. This action has as its matrix what has been designated as the ‘Siluetazo’:
“Three visual artists: Rodolfo Aguerreberry, Julio Flores and Guillermo Kexel, devised the
action and brought the proposal to the Mothers and Grandmothers of Plaza de Mayo, in
Buenos Aires, as well as to different social and human rights organizations. A few months
before the end of the military regime, on September 21, 1983, within the framework of the III
Resistance March, the organizers improvised an open-air workshop and, using stencils,
began to outline human silhouettes on paper, which they then pasted vertically on the walls of
the surrounding buildings, on top of other existing posters, on trees, etc. Following this
gesture, the public’s appropriation was immediate. Hundreds of demonstrators provided other
materials for making silhouettes, “putting up their bodies” to be outlined, adding them to those
already put up by the organizers.” Florencia Battiti, El Siluetzo at:
https://muac.unam.mx/exposicion/el-siluetazo

13. Sylvie Fanchon, Cortana (jemappellecortana) and Cortana (quepuisjefairepourvous), both
50 x 70 cm, acrylic on canvas, 2018. Translates to:
MYNAMEISCORTANA/WHATCANIDOFORYOU

14. Sylvie Fanchon, title unknown (THESHOWMUSTGOON), 2022, pencil on paper.
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En este recorrido, además de ir intuyendo los temas, los ritmos, las continuidades y las insistencias en la obra de 

Fanchon me encontré con algo que no esperaba. Cada vez que alguien preguntaba qué hacía en Paris y respondía que 

había ido a ver la obra de Sylvie Fanchon, algo cambiaba en la mirada y el gesto de quien me cuestionaba. Una sonrisa 

que levantaba el rostro. Era algo sutil, como si los cuerpos se aliviaran, como si recuperaran un momento de contento. 

La primera vez que lo noté sentí curiosidad, pero en la repetición del gesto encontré sosiego. 

Tengo por costumbre no escribir sobre artistas que no conozco o sobre los que no he trabajado por largo tiempo. 

Además de una precaución de verme en situaciones donde tengo que forzar ideas, supongo que también es una 

cautela de no terminar trabajando con o sobre personas con las que no me siento cómoda. Pasé diez años de mi vida 

investigando sobre un filósofo francés y cuando por fin lo conocí fue tan decepcionante que no me dejó margen para 

la serendipia. Cuando me invitaron a escribir sobre Sylvie Fanchon mi primer impulso fue decir que no, además de las 

reservas mencionadas prefiero no escribir sobre pintura. No porque no me guste, sino que me siento de algún modo 

rebasada y sobrepasada por ella. Sin embargo, había algo en la obra de Fanchon que me producía curiosidad. Ello, y 

el desfondamiento de certezas que dejo la pandemia, incitó a suspender mis reglas. Unos meses antes, una invitación 

a participar en una conferencia en Johannesburgo, que no pude rechazar, me llevó a investigar la obra de Frida Kahlo. 

Centrándome en una serie de autorretratos, descubrí un mundo pictórico complejo que me abrió interrogantes sobre la 

historia del arte y de la pintura, me dejó intrigada y con ganas de más. Finalmente dije que sí, afortunadamente, pudie-

ron más las ganas de mirar otras cosas, de pensar otras ideas, de aprender más sobre pintura, de escribir sobre mujeres 

haciendo pintura. Desde esos rodeos y acompañada por las sonrisas de aquellos que oían su nombre me fui adentrando 

a la obra de Sylvie Fanchon.

Sylvie Fanchon pensaba que si su carrera tropezaba no era por ser mujer sino porque quizá no era suficientemente bue-

na, o tal vez, porque en pleno fin del siglo XX y principios del XXI ya a nadie le importaba la pintura. Sin embargo, cuando 

por fin hablé con ella, me dijo que ahora se da cuenta de que su carrera estuvo determinada o al menos marcada por el 

hecho de ser mujer. ¿Será que por ello yo no la conocía? ¿Por ser pintora? ¿Por ser francesa? ¿Por ser mujer? A Fanchon 

no le preocupa particularmente situarse en una historia de arte de mujeres, tampoco en una producción feminista. A 

mí, sin embargo, sí me interpela pensar cómo es una pintura hecha por mujeres. Cómo se sitúan en una tradición, en un 

medio, que por siglos ha sido masculino, donde las tramas, los gestos, las valores han estado planteados no sólo por 

hombres, sino por una subjetividad y lógica plenamente patriarcal. La pintura, como ya dijo John Berger, impuso formas 

de ver y mantuvo una complicidad, además de con el capitalismo, con la cosificación de la mujer. Después de décadas 

en que esto ha sido señalado, ¿hay otras maneras de ver y de producir? ¿Otras maneras de pintar? ¿Se puede seguir 

pintando después de desmontar las lógicas metafísicas, machistas y capitalistas de la pintura?

Tengo por costumbre 
no escribir sobre 
artistas que no  
conozco o sobre los 
que no he trabajado 
por largo tiempo. 



I have a recurring dream, in which I talk to a friend in French. He is a French speaker. Outside the oneiric
realm we communicate in Spanish and English. But every time I dream about him, we speak in French.
Inevitably, the dream lasts only a few seconds, as long as I manage to speak before I run out of words.
Many times, I wake up with my mouth stuck. 

I should speak French, but I don’t. I studied it as a child and later as a teenager. In college, I studied
philosophy and, as I finally chose to work on aesthetics and politics, I ended up reading endless
treatises in that language. But I don’t speak it at all. 

The first painting I saw by Sylvie Fanchon was a black and white bichrome. On a black background,
white figures recall the shapes of cartoon representations of animals. A dog, or some four-legged being,
walks with its head up on the bottom right side of the painting and a plump little bird leans on a strip of
white paint made in one brushstroke, on which a series of black letters made in stencil are piled up to
form a set of signs: JESUISDESOLEEJENAIPASCOMPRIS.1

Sylvie Fanchon, Cortana (jesuidésolée), 2018, acrylic on canvas, twice 130 x 197 cm. View of the exhibition "Je
m'appelle Cortana," Frac Franche-Comté, Besançon, 2018-2019, Collection Musée d'Art Moderne de la Ville de
Paris.

I stared at the painting for a long time, putting the letters together and forming the words. I didn’t
manage to form the sentence right away, I had to try several times, using punctuation marks: Je-suis-
désolée, je-n’ai-pas-compris. It didn’t seem like a conundrum, but the work forced me to go slowly,
perhaps at the same speed that my brain processes the language. I clumsily read the painting. Out of
context the phrase didn’t say much, or said so much that I couldn’t place it either. However, the
anchorage with the other characters made it less dense. I wondered if the intention of the use of
language in the painting was political, as in the work of so many other Francophone artists, where
language is a critical or agitational device—Guy Debord, Claire Fontaine, Thierry Geoffroy—; if it was an
exercise concerning the ego—Ben Vautier—, or if it was more of a poetic inclination—René Magritte,
Francis Alÿs. Inevitably, the phrase Soleil Politique from Marcel Broodthaers’ work came to my mind,
perhaps because it was the reference that once hung in a reproduction in my house. I forced myself to
concentrate and cling to find the expression of a brushstroke, to feel the color in the painting. After
several minutes of pretending to contemplate, I laughed. I laughed at myself and how difficult it is for
me to understand painting. I was surprised at how uncomfortable it made me feel not knowing where to
stand, how grumpy my clumsiness made me. I looked at the letters again and read out loud
JESUISDESOLEEJENAIPASCOMPRIS.

My encounter with Sylvie Fanchon’s work began with a detour, discovering her from some of the
spaces that her work inhabits, in and around Paris—the city where she lives. It began in the suburbs, at
La Galerie, centre d’art contemporain de Noisy-le-Sec in the Seine-Saint-Denis department, where the
exhibition “Hedy Lamarr. The Strange Woman” included two small paintings by Fanchon. A bichrome
with a blue background and orange stripes forming the phrase The Strange Woman, title taken from the
eponymous 1946 film starring Hedy Lamarr. And the other piece, with the same inscription, but in a
different font and carved in the white wall in such a way that the color contrast between the
background and the shape was so faint that it almost went unnoticed.2

Sylvie Fanchon, Sans titre (The Strange Woman), 2022, in situ mural, 60 x 80 cm. Production La Galerie,
centre d’art contemporain de Noisy-le-Sec. Courtesy the artist and Galerie Maubert, Paris © Adagp, Paris,
2022.

Exhibition views of "Hedy Lamarr - The Strange Woman", 2022, La Galerie, center d'art contemporain de
Noisy-le-Sec. Photos: © Salim Santa Lucia, 2022.

Sylvie Fanchon, VEUILLEZNINDIQUERAUCUNEINFORMATIONPERSONNELLE, 2023, Blanc de Meudon
on glass, 440 x 221 cm. Sentences written on the windows of Bétonsalon from March 2021 to March 2023,
Bétonsalon, Paris. Photo : Antonin Horquin.

Sylvie Fanchon, JESUISDESOLEEJENAIRIENENTENDU, 2023, Blanc de Meudon on glass, 440 x 221 cm.
Sentences written on the windows of Bétonsalon from March 2021 to March 2023, Bétonsalon, Paris.
Photo : Bétonsalon.

Next, in the 13th arrondissement of Paris, I visited Bétonsalon - Centre d'art et de recherche. On the
external facade there is a permanent installation, or semi-permanent— because the nature of the
material makes it ephemeral. There, on the glass surface, using a layer of watered-down Blanc de
Meudon (a kind of white paint made with crushed chalk with an earthy texture), the letters
JESUISDE/SOLEEJE/NAIRIEN/ENTENDU3 appear as negative unpainted space on four glass panels
with circular strokes that recall the movement made when cleaning windows.4

Later, again in the suburbs, at the MAC VAL, Musée d'art contemporain du Val-de-Marne in the town
of Vitry-sur-Seine, I found a huge mural with a black background and ‘flesh’-colored stripes—a color
that clearly does not exist as there is no flesh color as such, but I would not know how to name it;
maybe something between pink, brown and sand, but which my head instantly defined as ‘flesh’
colored, irritating me with the racist persistency of language. Diagonal stripes of the same width ran
across the wall beginning and ending in a ripped cut, evidencing the methodology, an adhesive tape
stencil.5 On the left side from top to bottom it reads:

S
A
G
E
S
F
E
M
M
E
S

Sages femmes literally means ‘wise women’, but in French it is the way midwives are named. These
words coincide with the artist’s initials. Sylvie Fanchon / Sages Femmes / S.F. Was this way of signing
her work a coincidence? Could it be a way of establishing a link with a secret community of women?

Sylvie Fanchon, SAGESFEMMES, 2017, exhibition view of "A mains nues", exhibition of the collection, MAC
VAL, Vitry-sur-Seine, 2022.

My detour ended in the heart of the city, at the fine arts school, in an office of the École nationale des
beaux-arts de Paris. I had never been in such a beautiful art school—so loaded in history. There, a
painting by Fanchon was waiting for me. A canvas with a sky-blue background—was it more like light
blue? Why is it so hard for me to identify and name colors?—with a small red cartoon figure in the
center.6 It was the silhouette of a dog that I had seen many times as a child. I could not remember
which cartoon it came from. I recognized the image, but could not place it in a specific context. It
aroused a certain tenderness in me, but I had no emotional attachment to it either. Now, while writing
this, I discover on Google, under the search “old dogs in cartoons”, that the character’s name is Droopy
and it is a Metro-Goldwyn-Mayer character.

Sylvie Fanchon, Sans titre (Caractères), 2009, acrylic on canvas, 114 x 196 cm. Collection Beaux-arts de Paris,
MU 12 669.

I usually write about

artists that I know

well or that I have

worked with for a long

time.

In this detour, besides intuiting the themes, rhythms, continuities and insistences in Fanchon’s work, I
came across something I did not expect. Every time someone asked me what I was doing in Paris, and I
replied that I had come to see Sylvie Fanchon’s work, something changed in the look and the gesture of
those who questioned me. A smile that awakened the face. It was something subtle, as if the bodies
were relieved, as if they regained a moment of contentment. The first time I noticed it, I was curious,
but, in the repetition of the gesture, I found relief too. 

I usually write about artists that I know well or that I have worked with for a long time. Besides a caution
against finding myself in situations where I need to force ideas, to try to say something meaningful
about a work I do not really like, I suppose it is also a provision so that I don’t end up working with, or on
the practice of, people I don’t feel comfortable with. I spent ten years of my life researching a French
philosopher and when I finally met him it was so disappointing that it left me with no room for
serendipity.  When I was invited to write about Sylvie Fanchon my first impulse was to say no, apart
from the aforementioned reservations, I prefer not to write about painting. It’s not that I don’t like it, but
I feel somehow surpassed and overtaken by it. However, there was something about Fanchon’s work
that made me curious. This, and the collapse of certainties that the pandemic left behind, prompted me
to suspend my rules. A few months earlier, an invitation to present at a conference in Johannesburg,
which I couldn’t refuse, led me to investigate the work of Frida Kahlo. Focusing on a series of self-
portraits, I discovered a marvelous pictorial world that opened up questions, which left me intrigued
and wanting more. So,  I said yes to the task. Fortunately, the desire to look at other things, to think
about other ideas, to learn more about painting, to write about women who paint, was stronger. From
these detours and accompanied by the smiles of those who heard her name, I began to delve into
Sylvie Fanchon’s work.

Sylvie Fanchon, Sans titre (Glory), 2020, 2020, acrylic on canvas, 40 x 60 cm. Courtesy the artist and
Galerie Maubert.

Sylvie Fanchon, exhibition view "SYLVIEFANCHON.COM", Galerie Maubert, 2021. Courtesy the artist and
Galerie Maubert.

Sylvie Fanchon thought that if her career stumbled, it was not because she was a woman but because
she was not good enough, or maybe because at the end of the twentieth century and the beginning of
the twenty-first, nobody cared about painting anymore. However, when I finally spoke with her, she
said that she now realizes that her career was determined or at least marked by the fact of being a
woman. Could that be the reason why I did not know her? Because she is a painter? Because she is
French? Or because she is a woman? Fanchon is not particularly concerned with positioning herself in a
history of women’s art, nor in a feminist production. However, I do wonder what women’s painting is.
How women place themselves in a tradition, a medium that has been masculine for centuries; where
the plots, gestures, and values have not only been created by men but created by a fully patriarchal
logic and dynamics. Painting, as John Berger said, imposed specific ways of seeing, which kept a
complicity with capitalism—as much as with the objectification of women. After decades, in which this
has been pointed out, are there other ways of seeing and producing today? Other ways of painting?
Can one continue painting after dismantling the metaphysical, sexist and capitalist logics of the
medium?

Sylvie Fanchon, Sans titre (Tableaux Scotch), 2016, 50 x 70 cm.
Courtesy the artist and Galerie Maubert.

Sylvie Fanchon, Sans titre (Tableaux Scotch), 2016, 50 x 70 cm.
Courtesy the artist and Galerie Maubert.

Sylvie Fanchon, Sans titre (Fantôme), 2015, 50 x 60 cm. Collections
FRAC-Artothèque Nouvelle-Aquitaine. © Adagp, Paris. Photo :
Frédérique Avril.

Fanchon assumes the

death of painting with

the grace of being out

of time.

Sylvie Fanchon sits on the history of art and laughs, not without anger, at the pretensions of
sacredness, interiority and contemplation of painting. She also laughs at the aspiration to change the
world with art. She seeks truth with painting, but perhaps, unlike other artists, she does not seek truth
in the painting, nor truth in painting. This last proposition, which Derrida attributes to Cézanne, reminds
us of the knot we are in: 

That which pertains [a trait à] to the thing itself. By reason of the power ascribed to
painting (the power of direct reproduction or restitution, adequation or transparency,
etc.), “the truth in painting,” in the French language which is not a painting, could mean
and be understood as: truth itself restored, in person, without mediation, makeup, mask,
or veil. In other words, the true truth or the truth of the truth, restituted in its power of
restitution, truth looking sufficiently like itself to escape any misprision, any illusion; and
even any representation–but sufficiently divided already to resemble, produce, or
engender itself twice over, in accordance with the two genitives: truth of truth and truth
of truth.7

Truth in painting, in this double genitive, was undoubtedly the philosophical obsession of the medium.
Painting comes to Fanchon when it is already mortally wounded. Although this does not mean its end, it
does entail the decline of metaphysical aspirations in it. Thus, Fanchon’s questioning does not seem to
be an ontological inquiry but a material one. She suggests remaining cautious before the power of
fascination and enchantment of painting, and to do this, she establishes three limits from which to
work: surface, color and form. With these three elements, which are modified throughout more than
four decades of her career, the artist experiments to produce truth in painting. In the painting, in her
painting, in every painting. Her work is to insist, almost obsessively, on these components without ever
returning to a field determined by the artist’s technical, expressive or intuitive genius in the classical
sense of painting tradition, nor to the cold purism of the medium. Here, there is a pictorial research of
the first order, which is within the history of painting itself, but already outside its teleology. 

Sylvie Fanchon does not make abstract or expressionist painting; she is neither conceptual nor lyrical.
Hers is a production that insists on investigating color and form without ever forgetting the delimitation
that allows the existence of that work. The space—the canvas, wall or glass—is not a window, but
rather a surface. There is something in this search that frees us from the pressures of painting, that
relieves. She does not see herself as a feminist artist, but to me it is refreshing to find a woman’s
painting that does not follow the male mandate, that neither imitates it nor assumes the place
historically designated to female painters. Fanchon assumes the death of painting with the grace of
being out of time. Therefore, rather than aiming on geniality, she plays. She establishes a series of rules
to play and, from there, to unfold the possibilities of truth present in her paintings. Playing is not a banal
nor a complementary activity, it is perhaps the resource that remains once the historical pathos of
painting is broken.8

Sylvie Fanchon, Sans titre, 1994, 130 × 162 cm. Courtesy the artist. Sylvie Fanchon, Sans titre, 1994, 130 × 162 cm. Courtesy the artist. Sylvie Fanchon, Sans titre, 1994, 130 × 162 cm. Courtesy the artist.

Going back to the elements of her work, from the beginning of Fanchon’s career, in the late eighties, we
find that her research is delimited by the surface. She builds from the plane, tracing the area that
determines a working space. The frame, the edge in her work, because it lacks ornament, is not an
exterior but a limit. In choosing not to adorn it she creates a two-dimensional space. It is interesting
how this limit changes in her work. Although in many of her pieces this is determined by the canvas,
there is also an exploration that takes it to the wall, where the surface expands. Likewise, there are the
glass panels where she explores other materialities, but in which she insists on the condition of the
plane as surface. Fanchon’s painting plays with scale and with the functions of the work. In the sense
the canvas has historically had, her pieces can be interior—inside a gallery, museum, house—or exterior
—the street, the public space. In both cases, interestingly, the rules of the work remain constant.
Fanchon does not modify her execution in the face of the pedagogical or spectacular possibilities
offered by muralism or street facade.  

Her work, contained in this delimited space, focuses on the tension between color and form. On the one
hand, in terms of color, she always works with bichrome, creating visual games between two colors.
This is perhaps to mark a certain affinity with minimalism, but refusing to endow with a single color
alone the weight of an individual object. Her experimentation proposes composition games. Even if the
viewer only sees two colors, in reality, there are several colors contained in the work. With the colors,
the artist seeks neither the creation of density, nor of light, nor of dimensions. Nor does she pretend to
affirm the medium as an instance of visual purism, much less to express or provoke feelings; her artistic
practice lies in pointing out the game of what appears in between. In their crossing, their opposition,
their tension.

Sylvie Fanchon, Sans titre (Accrochages), 2011, acrylic on canvas,
twice 130 x 196 cm. Exhibition view "SF à Sète", CRAC Sète, 2012.
Collection FRAC Franche-Comté.

Sylvie Fanchon, exhibition view "SF à Sète", CRAC Sète, 2012. Sylvie Fanchon, exhibition view, Galerie Bernard Jordan, Paris, 2007.
Courtesy the artist.

Sylvie Fanchon, Motifs, 2005, 60 x 82 cm. Courtesy the artist and
Galerie Maubert.

Sylvie Fanchon, Monochrome décoratif bleu et rouge, 2009, 114 x
162 cm. Collections FRAC Corse, © Adagp, Paris.

Sylvie Fanchon, Sans titre (Caractères), 2010, 50 x 65 cm. Courtesy
the artist and Galerie Maubert.
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There, the third element in her work emerges, the form. Although Fanchon works with representations,
they do not seek a realism that allows affirming the thing’s truth. There is no substitution or mediation;
on the contrary, her forms are appropriations of signs removed from their contexts. Fanchon’s forms are
silhouettes, and there is much that is uncanny in them since, at least in my Latin American tradition,
they are reminiscent of the graphic-political exercises that pointed to missing people.9 The silhouette is
that which appears in the place of the disappeared. That moment taken from children’s games of
drawing the outline of a body lying on the ground, going around its silhouette and then removing it to
keep its double. Sometimes we are left with only the double. The silhouettes in Fanchon’s work are
produced with stencils, a methodology associated with street painting such as graffiti or in artistic-
activist practices where the stencil is used to create repetitions in hurried situations, and where the
technique does not matter and the ideal of the original is not pursued. In Fanchon’s work, the silhouette
figures operate as appropriations and copies of symbols, letters and figures. These silhouettes are
recognizable, but they are distorted and their meaning, therefore, deferred. 

In the 1990s, the forms that emerged from her bichrome were geometric or architectural figures,
squares and rectangles that could be the outline of a house or a plan for the construction of an object
(Untitled, 1994); later they became botanical motifs, the outlines of some sort of plants and grass
(Untitled, 2007), but also decorative ornaments such as frames of different shapes, sizes and colors
(Untitled, 2008), busts that resemble old sculptures or unformed stains (Untitled, Aspects 2012) or
haircuts of long and stylish hair (Untitled, 2017). In Fanchon’s work these depicted ornaments—
decoration and  adornment —detach what has historically been taken in painting as that which is
additive, external to the representation of the object, to put it in the center, to make the whole painting,
and the truth that it can produce about it. In the 2000s, the silhouettes shifted from the outline of
animals (Untitled, Aspects, 2012; Untitled, Tableaux bêtes, 2009) to those of cartoon characters,
(Untitled, Caractères, 2010). This allows another game that intervenes in the pictorial tradition in that it
introduces humor from these figures devoid of any drama or expressiveness. They are not the
characters in vogue or belonging specifically to French culture. They are, rather, elements of a vaguely
common, standard, global culture. I show them to my six-year-old daughter and she can recognize the
outlines of them—a bird, a dog, a coyote—but she doesn’t know the specific references. This is where
Fanchon’s work operates, in being able to sit in the history of painting to play and warn: “I introduce a
dialectic with the help of futile, caricatural figures from the world of images. It is a 'warning', a way of
saying 'let us remain vigilant' in the face of the seductive power of painting.”10

Sylvie Fanchon, Architecture, 1994, 50 x 150 cm. Courtesy the artist and Galerie Maubert.

Sylvie Fanchon, Sans titre, 1995, 50 × 73 cm. Courtesy the artist.

In this same sense, language appears in her work. With it, she does not intend to dictate the truth or her
truth, nor to propagate a slogan, nor postulate, much less to communicate a feeling or idea. Language
is again a symbol that she appropriates in order to disavow it of its power. Without spelling or grammar,
she gets on language’s nerves. As she puts letters together, unfollowing writing conventions, the
referent becomes strange, ambiguous. 

Although Fanchon’s body of work, after more than four decades dedicated to painting, is very
extensive and complex, it seems to me that these are the elements that delimit her universe. As if they
were the components and rules with which she decided to play and establish a game with the viewer. It
is from there that she sits in the history of painting, she is in it, but also beyond it. Her truth no longer has
to do with validating a tradition, but with finding the logic and rigor of her own operation. She does it
seriously but not without grace, she is constantly laughing at us and at herself.

A few months ago, I was at a friend’s house with our respective children. The children were playing
while we were talking. Their game was a sort of dance contest, where each one of them could play their
favorite song. I hadn’t paid much attention to how the game operated, until the screaming made me
realize that part of it had to do with which of them Alexa obeyed. Each child was shouting a song to
Alexa, Amazon’s virtual assistant, to play. The voices were getting louder and louder, and the children’s
tone became aggressive as she didn’t recognize what they were saying. After a few minutes of
watching the show, I stopped to tell them not to yell at her. It annoyed me to see how they were talking
to a woman, even if it was a simulation of one. Why is it that all virtual assistants have a woman’s name
and voice? Does that insist on women’s labor in care work ? Does the cold and aggressive tone with
which we relate to them validate in children the very possibility of violence towards us? I wondered all
this as I helplessly watched how my friend’s son yelled, “Alexa, turn off”.

Sylvie Fanchon, (bonjourjesuisicipourvousaidez), 2018 , acrylic on canvas, 120 x 240 cm. Courtesy the artist
and Galerie Maubert.

Sylvie Fanchon, Cortana (quepuisjefairepourvous), 2018, acrylic on canvas, 50 x 70 cm. Courtesy the artist
and Galerie Maubert.

JEMAPPELLECORTANA/QUEPUISJEFAIREPOURVOUS.11 It is 2014, and Sylvie Fanchon comes across
a new artificial intelligence service automatically downloaded to her phone. Her name is Cortana, and
she introduces herself as Microsoft’s “personal productivity assistant”. She helps users find sites of
interest, social networks and services. She does so, like almost all such forms of artificial intelligence,
using a helpful tone—available in several languages—and by asking questions that, in their logical
simplicity and linguistic awkwardness, become existential queries.

Cortana is originally the name of an ancient Scandinavian sword, which was used to name the artificial
intelligence character in the Halo universe. There, Cortana is built by cloning a woman’s brain, although
she has no physical form—she is just a voice. In the game, Cortana was designed for espionage and
infiltration purposes. She is described as an intelligent and lively “being” with a sense of humor. She is
loyal to humans, perhaps because she herself is a clone. Therefore, to create a personal digital
assistant, Microsoft has used the character of that saga, and intends to propose a more personal
service, which can compete with Siri or Alexa. Its most remarkable function, we are informed, is that
she allows you to remember things. You can tell Cortana to remind you of anything. 

Fanchon uses the phrases that this operating system has thrown at her. With them she has built the
Cortana series since 2017. Words are the central characters of the pictorial spaces in this series. Their
appearance in the game of bichrome is produced with templates, stencils in this case of letters, which
allow its precise production. It is not the artist’s handwriting, it is a common typeface, that can be
replicated uniformly in the different pieces of the series. Cortana’s sentences are appropriated and
reproduced by Fanchon, always appearing in capital letters and without punctuation. Thus, there is no
indication marking the beginning or end of each word. The mechanicity of language in the operating
system works in its pictorial decomposition as a creator of estrangement.
POURVOUSAIDERAVOUSRAPPELER/CEQUIESTIMPORTANT/
JESUISDESOLEEJENAIRIENENTENDU/JESUISDESOLEECONNEXIONIMPOSSIBLE/
ETSINOUSDISCUTIONS/DITESMOICEQUEJEDEVRAISSAVOIRAFINDEPROTEGERVOTREVIEPRIVEE.

Sylvie Fanchon, Cortana (voicidesexemples), 2018, acrylic on canvas,
100 x 160 cm. Courtesy the artist and Galerie Maubert.

Sylvie Fanchon, Cortana (voiciunexemple...), 2018, acrylic on canvas,
100 x 160 cm. Collection Frac Franche-Comté, Besançon.

Sylvie Fanchon, Cortana (Echange), 2018, acrylic on canvas, 100 x
160 cm. Courtesy the artist Galerie Maubert.

The figures chosen by Sylvie Fanchon, whether animal forms or letters, do not pretend to be
representational but serve as a cultural and epistemological index, perhaps a punctum in a moment of
the world. On the surface of her painting appears the absurdity of representation and truth in artificial
intelligence. It would be funny if it were not grim. AI has come to stay, Fanchon’s Cortana paintings will
be a reminder to beware of the enchantments of them.

The language Cortana uses is one of those futile silhouettes drawn from our world of representation, the
appropriate double of our shared culture’s absent referent. In its simplicity, Fanchon shows us, with
delicacy and humor, that there is no natural principle. This allows us a joyful detachment from
metaphysics. The beauty in Fanchon’s work is not in the truth in painting, in relation to the thing or
being, but in the joy of having freed ourselves from it. With it the true truth, the truth of truth, has been
broken. 

Painting, so

masculine, so

metaphysical, so

patriarchal, can

become, as in

Fanchon’s practice,

another thing. A

practice that is free.

When I first met Sylvie Fanchon, she had stopped painting. She told me so without sadness. She was
done, at least at that time, with it. She kindly showed me the drawings she was making. Besides the
dimensions and texture of working on paper, perhaps the most significant difference from her painting
was that of the game of colors produced between the color of the surface itself, white, and the pencil
that colored the paper in different tones and intensities of gray. 

In these drawings, there were phrases that I had not seen before in her work. In the case of the drawing
that most caught my attention, the words, now in English, formed the set THESHOWMUSTGOON.
Above it, emerged the silhouette of a smiling cow.13 It took me a while to recognize it, but eventually I
was able to associate it with the image of a brand of cheese that my daughter likes. Also, still hung on
her studio walls, there was one of her latest paintings. Near the silhouette of a dog, appeared the letters
KEEP/UPSPIRITSYOUR.14 In its tearing and rearrangement I was able to locate a type of language, or
rather a use of language, that has become part of a dominant culture. That which, in its authority and its
cruelty, denotes a regime that pretends to make us responsible for our well-being. Linguistic strategies
of the as if type that seek to anchor in us the responsibility for our destinies. As if it were one’s will that
allows life to continue or to end. I remembered those moments of pandemic when I was instructed in
those unbearable expressions intended to be declarative statements: “The show must go on”. Is this a
show? Whose show? For whom? Why must it go on? What is it that must go on? I also remembered the
fury in my friend Sonia’s eyes when, dying of cancer, someone told her to keep her spirits up, that it
would help her to recover. As if it depended on her spirits whether her cells would multiply or not. After
visiting Sylvie Fanchon’s studio, I called my sister who is an oncologist. I asked her why doctors said
such phrases. She thoughtfully replied, “Sometimes we don't have much to say, but it would certainly
be better to remain silent.”

The language, extracted from writing conventions and found in Fanchon’s drawings, allowed, as in the
Cortana series, a detachment that releases a laugh at the nonsense and obtuseness of the linguistic
operation and the existential imbalances that playing with language caused. The mismatch between
the smiling cow and the authoritarian statement created a gap. Humor appeared in it, but not without a
hint of irritation and sorrow. 

These works insist on the truth of the art work, in dismantling its pretensions and authority. Painting, so
masculine, so metaphysical, so patriarchal, can become, as in Fanchon’s practice, another thing. A
practice that is free. When Fanchon paints, she plays, has fun, enjoys herself. She is also angry, but that
does not take away the pleasure of playing and including us in it.

Sylvie Fanchon, Keep Your Spirits Up, 2023, acrylic on canvas, 40 x 50 cm. Courtesy the artist and Galerie
Maubert.

The morning I visited Sylvie Fanchon’s studio turned into afternoon. We reviewed the works she had
stored there. One by one, we went over her techniques and the reasons that had led her to making
them. She showed me the stencil shapes she keeps in a folder, where letters of various sizes, and
cartoon characters, are piled up. She generously spoke to me in English, although, after a while and
about certain things, she would switch to French. There are things that one can only say in one’s own
language. Time went by in talking not only about art, but also about our daughters—what it means to be
mothers and to be artists. About work and care. We also talked about our mothers and fathers, our
inheritances and legacies, the places where we were born, and how to live in the times we are living.
About what the pandemic did to us, and what we have lost. For Fanchon, these intimate detours are
not part of her work, but for me they are important to know when I write about her. It is only from there
that I can think about the truth. A truth that no longer pretends to be universal, not even true. Perhaps
only possible, thinkable, speakable, shareable.

Now, while thinking and writing about Sylvie Fanchon’s work, I realize that I am smiling too.

Translated from Spanish by Ana Andrade - Please contact us to request the original essay in Spanish
Published in May 2023

Sylvie Fanchon according to Helena Chávez Mac Gregor Reading time 35’

JESUISDESOLEEJENAIPASCOMPRIS. A

reflection on truth in Sylvie

Fanchon’s painting.

Sylvie Fanchon, Sans titre (Tableau Scotch), 2014, 40 x 60 cm, Collection MAC VAL.

Helena Chávez Mac Gregor and Sylvie Fanchon, Paris, November 2022.
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1. Sylvie Fanchon, Untitled (The Strange Woman), 2022, wall mural, 60 x 80 cm and Sylvie
Fanchon, The Strange Woman, 2013, acrylic on canvas, 60 x 80 cm.

2. Sylvie Fanchon, BONJOURSINOUSDISCUTIONS, 2021. Blanc de Meudon (crushed chalk)
on windows, 440 x 221 cm, installation at Bétonsalon (March 2021 to March 2023).

3. Sylvie Fanchon, Sans titre (Caractères), 2009. Acrylic on canvas, 114 x 196 cm.

4. This idea follows Francis Bacon’s approach to game and the artist’s relationship with
painting: “You see, all art has now become completely a game by which man distracts
himself; and you may say it has always been like that, but now it’s entirely a game. And I think
that that is the way things have changed, and what is fascinating now is that it’s going to
become much more difficult for the artist, because he must really deepen the game to be any
good at all.” David Sylvester, La brutalidad de los hechos: entrevistas con Francis Bacon
(Polígrafa, Barcelone, 2009).

5. Sylvie Fanchon, Sylvie Fanchon (Gratitude, Beaux-Arts de Paris éditions, Paris, 2020), p.
53. Our translation from: “J’introduis une dialectique à l’aide de figures futiles, caricaturales,
issues du monde des images. C’est une ‘mise en garde’, une façon de dire ‘restons vigilants’
face à la puissance de séduction de la peinture.”

6. TOHELPYOUREMEMBER / WHATISIMPORTANT / IMSORRYIDIDNTHEARANYTHING /
IMSORRYCONNECTIONFAILED / WHATIFWECHATTED /
TELLMEWHATINEEDTOKNOWTOPROTECTYOURPRIVATELIFE

7.  Sylvie Fanchon, Keep Your Spirits Up, 2023, acrylic on canvas, 40 x 50 cm.

8. Sylvie Fanchon, Cortana (jesuisdésolée), 130 x 197 cm, acrylic on canvas, 2018. Translates
to: IMSORRYIDIDNTUNDERSTAND

9. IMSORRYIDIDNTHEARANYTHING

10. Sylvie Fanchon, SAGESFEMMES, 2017. Mural, acrylic paint, dimensions variable (height =
⅕ of length). Unique work. Reinstalled following the work’s protocol for A mains nues,
exhibition of the collection at MAC VAL, Vitry-sur-Seine, 2022.

11. Jacques Derrida, La verdad en pintura, Buenos Aires, Paídos, 2001, p. 19. In English edition:
Jacques Derrida, The Truth in Painting, Chicago, The University of Chicago Press, 1987, p. 5.

12. One of the most important aesthetic-political strategies in Latin America that demands the
safe return of those who have disappeared in the last 40 years is graphically related to the use
of silhouettes. This action has as its matrix what has been designated as the ‘Siluetazo’:
“Three visual artists: Rodolfo Aguerreberry, Julio Flores and Guillermo Kexel, devised the
action and brought the proposal to the Mothers and Grandmothers of Plaza de Mayo, in
Buenos Aires, as well as to different social and human rights organizations. A few months
before the end of the military regime, on September 21, 1983, within the framework of the III
Resistance March, the organizers improvised an open-air workshop and, using stencils,
began to outline human silhouettes on paper, which they then pasted vertically on the walls of
the surrounding buildings, on top of other existing posters, on trees, etc. Following this
gesture, the public’s appropriation was immediate. Hundreds of demonstrators provided other
materials for making silhouettes, “putting up their bodies” to be outlined, adding them to those
already put up by the organizers.” Florencia Battiti, El Siluetzo at:
https://muac.unam.mx/exposicion/el-siluetazo

13. Sylvie Fanchon, Cortana (jemappellecortana) and Cortana (quepuisjefairepourvous), both
50 x 70 cm, acrylic on canvas, 2018. Translates to:
MYNAMEISCORTANA/WHATCANIDOFORYOU

14. Sylvie Fanchon, title unknown (THESHOWMUSTGOON), 2022, pencil on paper.
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Sylvie Fanchon se sienta sobre la historia del arte y se ríe, no sin enojo, de las pretensiones de sacralidad, interioridad 

y contemplación de la pintura. También de la aspiración de cambiar al mundo con el arte. Ella busca la verdad con la 

pintura, pero quizá, a diferencia de otros artistas, no busca la verdad en la pintura, ni la verdad en pintura. Esta última 

proposición, que Derrida atribuye a Cézanne, nos recuerda el nudo en el que estamos:

Lo que se refiere a la cosa misma. Debido al poder que se le otorga a la pintura (reproducción o resti-

tución inmediata, adecuación y transparencia, etc, “la verdad en pintura”, en la lengua francesa que 

no es una pintura, puede querer decir (y entenderse como): la verdad misma restituida, en persona, 

sin mediación, maquillaje, máscara ni velo. Dicho de otro modo: la verdad verdadera o la verdad de 

la verdad, restituida en su poder de restitución, la verdad lo suficientemente parecida como para 

escapar a cualquier error, a cualquier ilusión; e incluso a cualquier representación -pero ya bastante 

dividida como para parecerse, producir o engendrar dos veces, de acuerdo con los dos genitivos: 

verdad de la verdad y verdad de la verdad.7 

La verdad en pintura, en este doble genitivo, fue sin duda la obsesión filosófica de este hacer; sin embargo, a Fanchon le 

llega esta práctica ya herida de muerte. Ello, si bien no supone su fin, sí conlleva el declive de las aspiraciones metafísicas 

de la práctica. Por ello, su cuestionamiento no parece ser una pregunta ontológica sino material. Ella sugiere mantenernos 

cautelosos ante el poder de fascinación y encantamiento de la pintura, y para ello, establece tres límites desde los cuales 

trabajar: la superficie, el color y la forma. Con estos tres elementos, que se modifican a lo largo de más de cuatro décadas 

de trayectoria, la artista experimenta para producir verdad en pintura. En la pintura, en su pintura, en cada pintura. Su 

labor es insistir, casi obsesivamente, en dichos componentes sin nunca volver ni a un campo determinado por la geniali-

dad técnica, expresiva o intuitiva del artista y, tampoco, a la frialdad del purismo del medio. Aquí, hay una investigación 

pictórica de primer orden, que está dentro de la propia historia de la pintura, pero ya fuera de su teleología. 

Sylvie Fanchon no hace una pintura abstracta, ni expresionista, no es ni conceptual ni lírica. Es una producción que insiste 

en indagar el color y la forma sin olvidar nunca la delimitación que permite la existencia de esa obra. El espacio —el lienzo, 

pared o vidrio— no es una ventana, es una superficie. Hay algo en esta búsqueda que nos libera de las presiones de la pin-

tura que alivia. Ella no se ve como una artista feminista, pero a mí me da un respiro encontrar una pintura de mujeres que 

no sigue el mandato masculino, que ni lo imita ni asume el lugar históricamente designado a las pintoras. Fanchon asume 

la muerte de la pintura con la gracia de estar fuera de tiempo. Por ello, más que insistir en una labor genial, ella juega. 

Establece una serie de reglas para jugar y, desde ahí, desplegar las posibilidades de verdad ahí presentes. El juego no es 

una actividad banal o complementaria, es quizá el recurso que nos queda una vez roto el pathos histórico de la pintura.8  

Fanchon asume 
la muerte de la 
pintura con la 
gracia de estar 
fuera de tiempo.



I have a recurring dream, in which I talk to a friend in French. He is a French speaker. Outside the oneiric
realm we communicate in Spanish and English. But every time I dream about him, we speak in French.
Inevitably, the dream lasts only a few seconds, as long as I manage to speak before I run out of words.
Many times, I wake up with my mouth stuck. 

I should speak French, but I don’t. I studied it as a child and later as a teenager. In college, I studied
philosophy and, as I finally chose to work on aesthetics and politics, I ended up reading endless
treatises in that language. But I don’t speak it at all. 

The first painting I saw by Sylvie Fanchon was a black and white bichrome. On a black background,
white figures recall the shapes of cartoon representations of animals. A dog, or some four-legged being,
walks with its head up on the bottom right side of the painting and a plump little bird leans on a strip of
white paint made in one brushstroke, on which a series of black letters made in stencil are piled up to
form a set of signs: JESUISDESOLEEJENAIPASCOMPRIS.1

Sylvie Fanchon, Cortana (jesuidésolée), 2018, acrylic on canvas, twice 130 x 197 cm. View of the exhibition "Je
m'appelle Cortana," Frac Franche-Comté, Besançon, 2018-2019, Collection Musée d'Art Moderne de la Ville de
Paris.

I stared at the painting for a long time, putting the letters together and forming the words. I didn’t
manage to form the sentence right away, I had to try several times, using punctuation marks: Je-suis-
désolée, je-n’ai-pas-compris. It didn’t seem like a conundrum, but the work forced me to go slowly,
perhaps at the same speed that my brain processes the language. I clumsily read the painting. Out of
context the phrase didn’t say much, or said so much that I couldn’t place it either. However, the
anchorage with the other characters made it less dense. I wondered if the intention of the use of
language in the painting was political, as in the work of so many other Francophone artists, where
language is a critical or agitational device—Guy Debord, Claire Fontaine, Thierry Geoffroy—; if it was an
exercise concerning the ego—Ben Vautier—, or if it was more of a poetic inclination—René Magritte,
Francis Alÿs. Inevitably, the phrase Soleil Politique from Marcel Broodthaers’ work came to my mind,
perhaps because it was the reference that once hung in a reproduction in my house. I forced myself to
concentrate and cling to find the expression of a brushstroke, to feel the color in the painting. After
several minutes of pretending to contemplate, I laughed. I laughed at myself and how difficult it is for
me to understand painting. I was surprised at how uncomfortable it made me feel not knowing where to
stand, how grumpy my clumsiness made me. I looked at the letters again and read out loud
JESUISDESOLEEJENAIPASCOMPRIS.

My encounter with Sylvie Fanchon’s work began with a detour, discovering her from some of the
spaces that her work inhabits, in and around Paris—the city where she lives. It began in the suburbs, at
La Galerie, centre d’art contemporain de Noisy-le-Sec in the Seine-Saint-Denis department, where the
exhibition “Hedy Lamarr. The Strange Woman” included two small paintings by Fanchon. A bichrome
with a blue background and orange stripes forming the phrase The Strange Woman, title taken from the
eponymous 1946 film starring Hedy Lamarr. And the other piece, with the same inscription, but in a
different font and carved in the white wall in such a way that the color contrast between the
background and the shape was so faint that it almost went unnoticed.2

Sylvie Fanchon, Sans titre (The Strange Woman), 2022, in situ mural, 60 x 80 cm. Production La Galerie,
centre d’art contemporain de Noisy-le-Sec. Courtesy the artist and Galerie Maubert, Paris © Adagp, Paris,
2022.

Exhibition views of "Hedy Lamarr - The Strange Woman", 2022, La Galerie, center d'art contemporain de
Noisy-le-Sec. Photos: © Salim Santa Lucia, 2022.

Sylvie Fanchon, VEUILLEZNINDIQUERAUCUNEINFORMATIONPERSONNELLE, 2023, Blanc de Meudon
on glass, 440 x 221 cm. Sentences written on the windows of Bétonsalon from March 2021 to March 2023,
Bétonsalon, Paris. Photo : Antonin Horquin.

Sylvie Fanchon, JESUISDESOLEEJENAIRIENENTENDU, 2023, Blanc de Meudon on glass, 440 x 221 cm.
Sentences written on the windows of Bétonsalon from March 2021 to March 2023, Bétonsalon, Paris.
Photo : Bétonsalon.

Next, in the 13th arrondissement of Paris, I visited Bétonsalon - Centre d'art et de recherche. On the
external facade there is a permanent installation, or semi-permanent— because the nature of the
material makes it ephemeral. There, on the glass surface, using a layer of watered-down Blanc de
Meudon (a kind of white paint made with crushed chalk with an earthy texture), the letters
JESUISDE/SOLEEJE/NAIRIEN/ENTENDU3 appear as negative unpainted space on four glass panels
with circular strokes that recall the movement made when cleaning windows.4

Later, again in the suburbs, at the MAC VAL, Musée d'art contemporain du Val-de-Marne in the town
of Vitry-sur-Seine, I found a huge mural with a black background and ‘flesh’-colored stripes—a color
that clearly does not exist as there is no flesh color as such, but I would not know how to name it;
maybe something between pink, brown and sand, but which my head instantly defined as ‘flesh’
colored, irritating me with the racist persistency of language. Diagonal stripes of the same width ran
across the wall beginning and ending in a ripped cut, evidencing the methodology, an adhesive tape
stencil.5 On the left side from top to bottom it reads:

S
A
G
E
S
F
E
M
M
E
S

Sages femmes literally means ‘wise women’, but in French it is the way midwives are named. These
words coincide with the artist’s initials. Sylvie Fanchon / Sages Femmes / S.F. Was this way of signing
her work a coincidence? Could it be a way of establishing a link with a secret community of women?

Sylvie Fanchon, SAGESFEMMES, 2017, exhibition view of "A mains nues", exhibition of the collection, MAC
VAL, Vitry-sur-Seine, 2022.

My detour ended in the heart of the city, at the fine arts school, in an office of the École nationale des
beaux-arts de Paris. I had never been in such a beautiful art school—so loaded in history. There, a
painting by Fanchon was waiting for me. A canvas with a sky-blue background—was it more like light
blue? Why is it so hard for me to identify and name colors?—with a small red cartoon figure in the
center.6 It was the silhouette of a dog that I had seen many times as a child. I could not remember
which cartoon it came from. I recognized the image, but could not place it in a specific context. It
aroused a certain tenderness in me, but I had no emotional attachment to it either. Now, while writing
this, I discover on Google, under the search “old dogs in cartoons”, that the character’s name is Droopy
and it is a Metro-Goldwyn-Mayer character.

Sylvie Fanchon, Sans titre (Caractères), 2009, acrylic on canvas, 114 x 196 cm. Collection Beaux-arts de Paris,
MU 12 669.

I usually write about

artists that I know

well or that I have

worked with for a long

time.

In this detour, besides intuiting the themes, rhythms, continuities and insistences in Fanchon’s work, I
came across something I did not expect. Every time someone asked me what I was doing in Paris, and I
replied that I had come to see Sylvie Fanchon’s work, something changed in the look and the gesture of
those who questioned me. A smile that awakened the face. It was something subtle, as if the bodies
were relieved, as if they regained a moment of contentment. The first time I noticed it, I was curious,
but, in the repetition of the gesture, I found relief too. 

I usually write about artists that I know well or that I have worked with for a long time. Besides a caution
against finding myself in situations where I need to force ideas, to try to say something meaningful
about a work I do not really like, I suppose it is also a provision so that I don’t end up working with, or on
the practice of, people I don’t feel comfortable with. I spent ten years of my life researching a French
philosopher and when I finally met him it was so disappointing that it left me with no room for
serendipity.  When I was invited to write about Sylvie Fanchon my first impulse was to say no, apart
from the aforementioned reservations, I prefer not to write about painting. It’s not that I don’t like it, but
I feel somehow surpassed and overtaken by it. However, there was something about Fanchon’s work
that made me curious. This, and the collapse of certainties that the pandemic left behind, prompted me
to suspend my rules. A few months earlier, an invitation to present at a conference in Johannesburg,
which I couldn’t refuse, led me to investigate the work of Frida Kahlo. Focusing on a series of self-
portraits, I discovered a marvelous pictorial world that opened up questions, which left me intrigued
and wanting more. So,  I said yes to the task. Fortunately, the desire to look at other things, to think
about other ideas, to learn more about painting, to write about women who paint, was stronger. From
these detours and accompanied by the smiles of those who heard her name, I began to delve into
Sylvie Fanchon’s work.

Sylvie Fanchon, Sans titre (Glory), 2020, 2020, acrylic on canvas, 40 x 60 cm. Courtesy the artist and
Galerie Maubert.

Sylvie Fanchon, exhibition view "SYLVIEFANCHON.COM", Galerie Maubert, 2021. Courtesy the artist and
Galerie Maubert.

Sylvie Fanchon thought that if her career stumbled, it was not because she was a woman but because
she was not good enough, or maybe because at the end of the twentieth century and the beginning of
the twenty-first, nobody cared about painting anymore. However, when I finally spoke with her, she
said that she now realizes that her career was determined or at least marked by the fact of being a
woman. Could that be the reason why I did not know her? Because she is a painter? Because she is
French? Or because she is a woman? Fanchon is not particularly concerned with positioning herself in a
history of women’s art, nor in a feminist production. However, I do wonder what women’s painting is.
How women place themselves in a tradition, a medium that has been masculine for centuries; where
the plots, gestures, and values have not only been created by men but created by a fully patriarchal
logic and dynamics. Painting, as John Berger said, imposed specific ways of seeing, which kept a
complicity with capitalism—as much as with the objectification of women. After decades, in which this
has been pointed out, are there other ways of seeing and producing today? Other ways of painting?
Can one continue painting after dismantling the metaphysical, sexist and capitalist logics of the
medium?

Sylvie Fanchon, Sans titre (Tableaux Scotch), 2016, 50 x 70 cm.
Courtesy the artist and Galerie Maubert.

Sylvie Fanchon, Sans titre (Tableaux Scotch), 2016, 50 x 70 cm.
Courtesy the artist and Galerie Maubert.

Sylvie Fanchon, Sans titre (Fantôme), 2015, 50 x 60 cm. Collections
FRAC-Artothèque Nouvelle-Aquitaine. © Adagp, Paris. Photo :
Frédérique Avril.

Fanchon assumes the

death of painting with

the grace of being out

of time.

Sylvie Fanchon sits on the history of art and laughs, not without anger, at the pretensions of
sacredness, interiority and contemplation of painting. She also laughs at the aspiration to change the
world with art. She seeks truth with painting, but perhaps, unlike other artists, she does not seek truth
in the painting, nor truth in painting. This last proposition, which Derrida attributes to Cézanne, reminds
us of the knot we are in: 

That which pertains [a trait à] to the thing itself. By reason of the power ascribed to
painting (the power of direct reproduction or restitution, adequation or transparency,
etc.), “the truth in painting,” in the French language which is not a painting, could mean
and be understood as: truth itself restored, in person, without mediation, makeup, mask,
or veil. In other words, the true truth or the truth of the truth, restituted in its power of
restitution, truth looking sufficiently like itself to escape any misprision, any illusion; and
even any representation–but sufficiently divided already to resemble, produce, or
engender itself twice over, in accordance with the two genitives: truth of truth and truth
of truth.7

Truth in painting, in this double genitive, was undoubtedly the philosophical obsession of the medium.
Painting comes to Fanchon when it is already mortally wounded. Although this does not mean its end, it
does entail the decline of metaphysical aspirations in it. Thus, Fanchon’s questioning does not seem to
be an ontological inquiry but a material one. She suggests remaining cautious before the power of
fascination and enchantment of painting, and to do this, she establishes three limits from which to
work: surface, color and form. With these three elements, which are modified throughout more than
four decades of her career, the artist experiments to produce truth in painting. In the painting, in her
painting, in every painting. Her work is to insist, almost obsessively, on these components without ever
returning to a field determined by the artist’s technical, expressive or intuitive genius in the classical
sense of painting tradition, nor to the cold purism of the medium. Here, there is a pictorial research of
the first order, which is within the history of painting itself, but already outside its teleology. 

Sylvie Fanchon does not make abstract or expressionist painting; she is neither conceptual nor lyrical.
Hers is a production that insists on investigating color and form without ever forgetting the delimitation
that allows the existence of that work. The space—the canvas, wall or glass—is not a window, but
rather a surface. There is something in this search that frees us from the pressures of painting, that
relieves. She does not see herself as a feminist artist, but to me it is refreshing to find a woman’s
painting that does not follow the male mandate, that neither imitates it nor assumes the place
historically designated to female painters. Fanchon assumes the death of painting with the grace of
being out of time. Therefore, rather than aiming on geniality, she plays. She establishes a series of rules
to play and, from there, to unfold the possibilities of truth present in her paintings. Playing is not a banal
nor a complementary activity, it is perhaps the resource that remains once the historical pathos of
painting is broken.8

Sylvie Fanchon, Sans titre, 1994, 130 × 162 cm. Courtesy the artist. Sylvie Fanchon, Sans titre, 1994, 130 × 162 cm. Courtesy the artist. Sylvie Fanchon, Sans titre, 1994, 130 × 162 cm. Courtesy the artist.

Going back to the elements of her work, from the beginning of Fanchon’s career, in the late eighties, we
find that her research is delimited by the surface. She builds from the plane, tracing the area that
determines a working space. The frame, the edge in her work, because it lacks ornament, is not an
exterior but a limit. In choosing not to adorn it she creates a two-dimensional space. It is interesting
how this limit changes in her work. Although in many of her pieces this is determined by the canvas,
there is also an exploration that takes it to the wall, where the surface expands. Likewise, there are the
glass panels where she explores other materialities, but in which she insists on the condition of the
plane as surface. Fanchon’s painting plays with scale and with the functions of the work. In the sense
the canvas has historically had, her pieces can be interior—inside a gallery, museum, house—or exterior
—the street, the public space. In both cases, interestingly, the rules of the work remain constant.
Fanchon does not modify her execution in the face of the pedagogical or spectacular possibilities
offered by muralism or street facade.  

Her work, contained in this delimited space, focuses on the tension between color and form. On the one
hand, in terms of color, she always works with bichrome, creating visual games between two colors.
This is perhaps to mark a certain affinity with minimalism, but refusing to endow with a single color
alone the weight of an individual object. Her experimentation proposes composition games. Even if the
viewer only sees two colors, in reality, there are several colors contained in the work. With the colors,
the artist seeks neither the creation of density, nor of light, nor of dimensions. Nor does she pretend to
affirm the medium as an instance of visual purism, much less to express or provoke feelings; her artistic
practice lies in pointing out the game of what appears in between. In their crossing, their opposition,
their tension.

Sylvie Fanchon, Sans titre (Accrochages), 2011, acrylic on canvas,
twice 130 x 196 cm. Exhibition view "SF à Sète", CRAC Sète, 2012.
Collection FRAC Franche-Comté.

Sylvie Fanchon, exhibition view "SF à Sète", CRAC Sète, 2012. Sylvie Fanchon, exhibition view, Galerie Bernard Jordan, Paris, 2007.
Courtesy the artist.

Sylvie Fanchon, Motifs, 2005, 60 x 82 cm. Courtesy the artist and
Galerie Maubert.

Sylvie Fanchon, Monochrome décoratif bleu et rouge, 2009, 114 x
162 cm. Collections FRAC Corse, © Adagp, Paris.

Sylvie Fanchon, Sans titre (Caractères), 2010, 50 x 65 cm. Courtesy
the artist and Galerie Maubert.

In Fanchon’s work, the

silhouette figures

operate as

appropriations and

copies of symbols,

letters and figures.

There, the third element in her work emerges, the form. Although Fanchon works with representations,
they do not seek a realism that allows affirming the thing’s truth. There is no substitution or mediation;
on the contrary, her forms are appropriations of signs removed from their contexts. Fanchon’s forms are
silhouettes, and there is much that is uncanny in them since, at least in my Latin American tradition,
they are reminiscent of the graphic-political exercises that pointed to missing people.9 The silhouette is
that which appears in the place of the disappeared. That moment taken from children’s games of
drawing the outline of a body lying on the ground, going around its silhouette and then removing it to
keep its double. Sometimes we are left with only the double. The silhouettes in Fanchon’s work are
produced with stencils, a methodology associated with street painting such as graffiti or in artistic-
activist practices where the stencil is used to create repetitions in hurried situations, and where the
technique does not matter and the ideal of the original is not pursued. In Fanchon’s work, the silhouette
figures operate as appropriations and copies of symbols, letters and figures. These silhouettes are
recognizable, but they are distorted and their meaning, therefore, deferred. 

In the 1990s, the forms that emerged from her bichrome were geometric or architectural figures,
squares and rectangles that could be the outline of a house or a plan for the construction of an object
(Untitled, 1994); later they became botanical motifs, the outlines of some sort of plants and grass
(Untitled, 2007), but also decorative ornaments such as frames of different shapes, sizes and colors
(Untitled, 2008), busts that resemble old sculptures or unformed stains (Untitled, Aspects 2012) or
haircuts of long and stylish hair (Untitled, 2017). In Fanchon’s work these depicted ornaments—
decoration and  adornment —detach what has historically been taken in painting as that which is
additive, external to the representation of the object, to put it in the center, to make the whole painting,
and the truth that it can produce about it. In the 2000s, the silhouettes shifted from the outline of
animals (Untitled, Aspects, 2012; Untitled, Tableaux bêtes, 2009) to those of cartoon characters,
(Untitled, Caractères, 2010). This allows another game that intervenes in the pictorial tradition in that it
introduces humor from these figures devoid of any drama or expressiveness. They are not the
characters in vogue or belonging specifically to French culture. They are, rather, elements of a vaguely
common, standard, global culture. I show them to my six-year-old daughter and she can recognize the
outlines of them—a bird, a dog, a coyote—but she doesn’t know the specific references. This is where
Fanchon’s work operates, in being able to sit in the history of painting to play and warn: “I introduce a
dialectic with the help of futile, caricatural figures from the world of images. It is a 'warning', a way of
saying 'let us remain vigilant' in the face of the seductive power of painting.”10

Sylvie Fanchon, Architecture, 1994, 50 x 150 cm. Courtesy the artist and Galerie Maubert.

Sylvie Fanchon, Sans titre, 1995, 50 × 73 cm. Courtesy the artist.

In this same sense, language appears in her work. With it, she does not intend to dictate the truth or her
truth, nor to propagate a slogan, nor postulate, much less to communicate a feeling or idea. Language
is again a symbol that she appropriates in order to disavow it of its power. Without spelling or grammar,
she gets on language’s nerves. As she puts letters together, unfollowing writing conventions, the
referent becomes strange, ambiguous. 

Although Fanchon’s body of work, after more than four decades dedicated to painting, is very
extensive and complex, it seems to me that these are the elements that delimit her universe. As if they
were the components and rules with which she decided to play and establish a game with the viewer. It
is from there that she sits in the history of painting, she is in it, but also beyond it. Her truth no longer has
to do with validating a tradition, but with finding the logic and rigor of her own operation. She does it
seriously but not without grace, she is constantly laughing at us and at herself.

A few months ago, I was at a friend’s house with our respective children. The children were playing
while we were talking. Their game was a sort of dance contest, where each one of them could play their
favorite song. I hadn’t paid much attention to how the game operated, until the screaming made me
realize that part of it had to do with which of them Alexa obeyed. Each child was shouting a song to
Alexa, Amazon’s virtual assistant, to play. The voices were getting louder and louder, and the children’s
tone became aggressive as she didn’t recognize what they were saying. After a few minutes of
watching the show, I stopped to tell them not to yell at her. It annoyed me to see how they were talking
to a woman, even if it was a simulation of one. Why is it that all virtual assistants have a woman’s name
and voice? Does that insist on women’s labor in care work ? Does the cold and aggressive tone with
which we relate to them validate in children the very possibility of violence towards us? I wondered all
this as I helplessly watched how my friend’s son yelled, “Alexa, turn off”.

Sylvie Fanchon, (bonjourjesuisicipourvousaidez), 2018 , acrylic on canvas, 120 x 240 cm. Courtesy the artist
and Galerie Maubert.

Sylvie Fanchon, Cortana (quepuisjefairepourvous), 2018, acrylic on canvas, 50 x 70 cm. Courtesy the artist
and Galerie Maubert.

JEMAPPELLECORTANA/QUEPUISJEFAIREPOURVOUS.11 It is 2014, and Sylvie Fanchon comes across
a new artificial intelligence service automatically downloaded to her phone. Her name is Cortana, and
she introduces herself as Microsoft’s “personal productivity assistant”. She helps users find sites of
interest, social networks and services. She does so, like almost all such forms of artificial intelligence,
using a helpful tone—available in several languages—and by asking questions that, in their logical
simplicity and linguistic awkwardness, become existential queries.

Cortana is originally the name of an ancient Scandinavian sword, which was used to name the artificial
intelligence character in the Halo universe. There, Cortana is built by cloning a woman’s brain, although
she has no physical form—she is just a voice. In the game, Cortana was designed for espionage and
infiltration purposes. She is described as an intelligent and lively “being” with a sense of humor. She is
loyal to humans, perhaps because she herself is a clone. Therefore, to create a personal digital
assistant, Microsoft has used the character of that saga, and intends to propose a more personal
service, which can compete with Siri or Alexa. Its most remarkable function, we are informed, is that
she allows you to remember things. You can tell Cortana to remind you of anything. 

Fanchon uses the phrases that this operating system has thrown at her. With them she has built the
Cortana series since 2017. Words are the central characters of the pictorial spaces in this series. Their
appearance in the game of bichrome is produced with templates, stencils in this case of letters, which
allow its precise production. It is not the artist’s handwriting, it is a common typeface, that can be
replicated uniformly in the different pieces of the series. Cortana’s sentences are appropriated and
reproduced by Fanchon, always appearing in capital letters and without punctuation. Thus, there is no
indication marking the beginning or end of each word. The mechanicity of language in the operating
system works in its pictorial decomposition as a creator of estrangement.
POURVOUSAIDERAVOUSRAPPELER/CEQUIESTIMPORTANT/
JESUISDESOLEEJENAIRIENENTENDU/JESUISDESOLEECONNEXIONIMPOSSIBLE/
ETSINOUSDISCUTIONS/DITESMOICEQUEJEDEVRAISSAVOIRAFINDEPROTEGERVOTREVIEPRIVEE.

Sylvie Fanchon, Cortana (voicidesexemples), 2018, acrylic on canvas,
100 x 160 cm. Courtesy the artist and Galerie Maubert.

Sylvie Fanchon, Cortana (voiciunexemple...), 2018, acrylic on canvas,
100 x 160 cm. Collection Frac Franche-Comté, Besançon.

Sylvie Fanchon, Cortana (Echange), 2018, acrylic on canvas, 100 x
160 cm. Courtesy the artist Galerie Maubert.

The figures chosen by Sylvie Fanchon, whether animal forms or letters, do not pretend to be
representational but serve as a cultural and epistemological index, perhaps a punctum in a moment of
the world. On the surface of her painting appears the absurdity of representation and truth in artificial
intelligence. It would be funny if it were not grim. AI has come to stay, Fanchon’s Cortana paintings will
be a reminder to beware of the enchantments of them.

The language Cortana uses is one of those futile silhouettes drawn from our world of representation, the
appropriate double of our shared culture’s absent referent. In its simplicity, Fanchon shows us, with
delicacy and humor, that there is no natural principle. This allows us a joyful detachment from
metaphysics. The beauty in Fanchon’s work is not in the truth in painting, in relation to the thing or
being, but in the joy of having freed ourselves from it. With it the true truth, the truth of truth, has been
broken. 

Painting, so

masculine, so

metaphysical, so

patriarchal, can

become, as in

Fanchon’s practice,

another thing. A

practice that is free.

When I first met Sylvie Fanchon, she had stopped painting. She told me so without sadness. She was
done, at least at that time, with it. She kindly showed me the drawings she was making. Besides the
dimensions and texture of working on paper, perhaps the most significant difference from her painting
was that of the game of colors produced between the color of the surface itself, white, and the pencil
that colored the paper in different tones and intensities of gray. 

In these drawings, there were phrases that I had not seen before in her work. In the case of the drawing
that most caught my attention, the words, now in English, formed the set THESHOWMUSTGOON.
Above it, emerged the silhouette of a smiling cow.13 It took me a while to recognize it, but eventually I
was able to associate it with the image of a brand of cheese that my daughter likes. Also, still hung on
her studio walls, there was one of her latest paintings. Near the silhouette of a dog, appeared the letters
KEEP/UPSPIRITSYOUR.14 In its tearing and rearrangement I was able to locate a type of language, or
rather a use of language, that has become part of a dominant culture. That which, in its authority and its
cruelty, denotes a regime that pretends to make us responsible for our well-being. Linguistic strategies
of the as if type that seek to anchor in us the responsibility for our destinies. As if it were one’s will that
allows life to continue or to end. I remembered those moments of pandemic when I was instructed in
those unbearable expressions intended to be declarative statements: “The show must go on”. Is this a
show? Whose show? For whom? Why must it go on? What is it that must go on? I also remembered the
fury in my friend Sonia’s eyes when, dying of cancer, someone told her to keep her spirits up, that it
would help her to recover. As if it depended on her spirits whether her cells would multiply or not. After
visiting Sylvie Fanchon’s studio, I called my sister who is an oncologist. I asked her why doctors said
such phrases. She thoughtfully replied, “Sometimes we don't have much to say, but it would certainly
be better to remain silent.”

The language, extracted from writing conventions and found in Fanchon’s drawings, allowed, as in the
Cortana series, a detachment that releases a laugh at the nonsense and obtuseness of the linguistic
operation and the existential imbalances that playing with language caused. The mismatch between
the smiling cow and the authoritarian statement created a gap. Humor appeared in it, but not without a
hint of irritation and sorrow. 

These works insist on the truth of the art work, in dismantling its pretensions and authority. Painting, so
masculine, so metaphysical, so patriarchal, can become, as in Fanchon’s practice, another thing. A
practice that is free. When Fanchon paints, she plays, has fun, enjoys herself. She is also angry, but that
does not take away the pleasure of playing and including us in it.

Sylvie Fanchon, Keep Your Spirits Up, 2023, acrylic on canvas, 40 x 50 cm. Courtesy the artist and Galerie
Maubert.

The morning I visited Sylvie Fanchon’s studio turned into afternoon. We reviewed the works she had
stored there. One by one, we went over her techniques and the reasons that had led her to making
them. She showed me the stencil shapes she keeps in a folder, where letters of various sizes, and
cartoon characters, are piled up. She generously spoke to me in English, although, after a while and
about certain things, she would switch to French. There are things that one can only say in one’s own
language. Time went by in talking not only about art, but also about our daughters—what it means to be
mothers and to be artists. About work and care. We also talked about our mothers and fathers, our
inheritances and legacies, the places where we were born, and how to live in the times we are living.
About what the pandemic did to us, and what we have lost. For Fanchon, these intimate detours are
not part of her work, but for me they are important to know when I write about her. It is only from there
that I can think about the truth. A truth that no longer pretends to be universal, not even true. Perhaps
only possible, thinkable, speakable, shareable.

Now, while thinking and writing about Sylvie Fanchon’s work, I realize that I am smiling too.

Translated from Spanish by Ana Andrade - Please contact us to request the original essay in Spanish
Published in May 2023

Sylvie Fanchon according to Helena Chávez Mac Gregor Reading time 35’

JESUISDESOLEEJENAIPASCOMPRIS. A

reflection on truth in Sylvie

Fanchon’s painting.

Sylvie Fanchon, Sans titre (Tableau Scotch), 2014, 40 x 60 cm, Collection MAC VAL.

Helena Chávez Mac Gregor and Sylvie Fanchon, Paris, November 2022.
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1. Sylvie Fanchon, Untitled (The Strange Woman), 2022, wall mural, 60 x 80 cm and Sylvie
Fanchon, The Strange Woman, 2013, acrylic on canvas, 60 x 80 cm.

2. Sylvie Fanchon, BONJOURSINOUSDISCUTIONS, 2021. Blanc de Meudon (crushed chalk)
on windows, 440 x 221 cm, installation at Bétonsalon (March 2021 to March 2023).

3. Sylvie Fanchon, Sans titre (Caractères), 2009. Acrylic on canvas, 114 x 196 cm.

4. This idea follows Francis Bacon’s approach to game and the artist’s relationship with
painting: “You see, all art has now become completely a game by which man distracts
himself; and you may say it has always been like that, but now it’s entirely a game. And I think
that that is the way things have changed, and what is fascinating now is that it’s going to
become much more difficult for the artist, because he must really deepen the game to be any
good at all.” David Sylvester, La brutalidad de los hechos: entrevistas con Francis Bacon
(Polígrafa, Barcelone, 2009).

5. Sylvie Fanchon, Sylvie Fanchon (Gratitude, Beaux-Arts de Paris éditions, Paris, 2020), p.
53. Our translation from: “J’introduis une dialectique à l’aide de figures futiles, caricaturales,
issues du monde des images. C’est une ‘mise en garde’, une façon de dire ‘restons vigilants’
face à la puissance de séduction de la peinture.”

6. TOHELPYOUREMEMBER / WHATISIMPORTANT / IMSORRYIDIDNTHEARANYTHING /
IMSORRYCONNECTIONFAILED / WHATIFWECHATTED /
TELLMEWHATINEEDTOKNOWTOPROTECTYOURPRIVATELIFE

7.  Sylvie Fanchon, Keep Your Spirits Up, 2023, acrylic on canvas, 40 x 50 cm.

8. Sylvie Fanchon, Cortana (jesuisdésolée), 130 x 197 cm, acrylic on canvas, 2018. Translates
to: IMSORRYIDIDNTUNDERSTAND

9. IMSORRYIDIDNTHEARANYTHING

10. Sylvie Fanchon, SAGESFEMMES, 2017. Mural, acrylic paint, dimensions variable (height =
⅕ of length). Unique work. Reinstalled following the work’s protocol for A mains nues,
exhibition of the collection at MAC VAL, Vitry-sur-Seine, 2022.

11. Jacques Derrida, La verdad en pintura, Buenos Aires, Paídos, 2001, p. 19. In English edition:
Jacques Derrida, The Truth in Painting, Chicago, The University of Chicago Press, 1987, p. 5.

12. One of the most important aesthetic-political strategies in Latin America that demands the
safe return of those who have disappeared in the last 40 years is graphically related to the use
of silhouettes. This action has as its matrix what has been designated as the ‘Siluetazo’:
“Three visual artists: Rodolfo Aguerreberry, Julio Flores and Guillermo Kexel, devised the
action and brought the proposal to the Mothers and Grandmothers of Plaza de Mayo, in
Buenos Aires, as well as to different social and human rights organizations. A few months
before the end of the military regime, on September 21, 1983, within the framework of the III
Resistance March, the organizers improvised an open-air workshop and, using stencils,
began to outline human silhouettes on paper, which they then pasted vertically on the walls of
the surrounding buildings, on top of other existing posters, on trees, etc. Following this
gesture, the public’s appropriation was immediate. Hundreds of demonstrators provided other
materials for making silhouettes, “putting up their bodies” to be outlined, adding them to those
already put up by the organizers.” Florencia Battiti, El Siluetzo at:
https://muac.unam.mx/exposicion/el-siluetazo

13. Sylvie Fanchon, Cortana (jemappellecortana) and Cortana (quepuisjefairepourvous), both
50 x 70 cm, acrylic on canvas, 2018. Translates to:
MYNAMEISCORTANA/WHATCANIDOFORYOU

14. Sylvie Fanchon, title unknown (THESHOWMUSTGOON), 2022, pencil on paper.
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Volviendo a los elementos de su obra, desde el inicio de su trayectoria a finales de los años ochenta encontramos que 

su investigación está delimitada por la superficie. Ella construye desde el plano, trazando el área que le determina un 

espacio de trabajo. El marco, el borde en su obra, porque carece de ornamento, no es exterior sino limite. No hay adorno 

sino la creación de un espacio bidimensional. Es interesante cómo cambia este límite en su obra. Si bien en muchas de 

sus piezas éste está determinado por el lienzo, también hay una exploración que la lleva al muro, donde la superficie se 

expande. Asimismo, están los espacios de vidrio dónde explora otras materialidades, pero en las que insiste en la condi-

ción de plano, de superficie. La pintura de Fanchon juega con las escalas y con las funciones de la obra. En el sentido 

que históricamente ha tenido el lienzo, sus piezas pueden ser interiores, —en la galería, museo, casa—, o exteriores —la 

calle, el espacio público—. En ambos casos, cosa que es interesante, las reglas de la obra se mantienen constantes. 

Fanchon no modifica la operación ante las posibilidades pedagógicas o espectaculares que dan el muralismo o la vitrina.

 

Su trabajo, contenido en este espacio delimitado, se centra en la tensión entre el color y la forma. Por un lado, en relación 

con el color trabaja siempre con bicromos, creando juegos visuales entre dos colores. Ello quizá para marcar cierta afi-

nidad con una investigación minimalista, pero negándose a dotar con el color en solitario el peso de un objeto individual. 

Su experimentación va proponiendo juegos de composición. Aunque el espectador sólo vea dos colores, en realidad, hay 

varios colores contenidos. Con los colores no busca ni la creación de densidad, ni de luz, ni de dimensiones. Tampoco, 

pretende afirmar al medio como una instancia de purismo visual ni mucho menos expresar o provocar sentimientos, su 

trabajo está en señalar el juego de lo que aparece entre. En su cruce, en su oposición, en su tensión. 



I have a recurring dream, in which I talk to a friend in French. He is a French speaker. Outside the oneiric
realm we communicate in Spanish and English. But every time I dream about him, we speak in French.
Inevitably, the dream lasts only a few seconds, as long as I manage to speak before I run out of words.
Many times, I wake up with my mouth stuck. 

I should speak French, but I don’t. I studied it as a child and later as a teenager. In college, I studied
philosophy and, as I finally chose to work on aesthetics and politics, I ended up reading endless
treatises in that language. But I don’t speak it at all. 

The first painting I saw by Sylvie Fanchon was a black and white bichrome. On a black background,
white figures recall the shapes of cartoon representations of animals. A dog, or some four-legged being,
walks with its head up on the bottom right side of the painting and a plump little bird leans on a strip of
white paint made in one brushstroke, on which a series of black letters made in stencil are piled up to
form a set of signs: JESUISDESOLEEJENAIPASCOMPRIS.1

Sylvie Fanchon, Cortana (jesuidésolée), 2018, acrylic on canvas, twice 130 x 197 cm. View of the exhibition "Je
m'appelle Cortana," Frac Franche-Comté, Besançon, 2018-2019, Collection Musée d'Art Moderne de la Ville de
Paris.

I stared at the painting for a long time, putting the letters together and forming the words. I didn’t
manage to form the sentence right away, I had to try several times, using punctuation marks: Je-suis-
désolée, je-n’ai-pas-compris. It didn’t seem like a conundrum, but the work forced me to go slowly,
perhaps at the same speed that my brain processes the language. I clumsily read the painting. Out of
context the phrase didn’t say much, or said so much that I couldn’t place it either. However, the
anchorage with the other characters made it less dense. I wondered if the intention of the use of
language in the painting was political, as in the work of so many other Francophone artists, where
language is a critical or agitational device—Guy Debord, Claire Fontaine, Thierry Geoffroy—; if it was an
exercise concerning the ego—Ben Vautier—, or if it was more of a poetic inclination—René Magritte,
Francis Alÿs. Inevitably, the phrase Soleil Politique from Marcel Broodthaers’ work came to my mind,
perhaps because it was the reference that once hung in a reproduction in my house. I forced myself to
concentrate and cling to find the expression of a brushstroke, to feel the color in the painting. After
several minutes of pretending to contemplate, I laughed. I laughed at myself and how difficult it is for
me to understand painting. I was surprised at how uncomfortable it made me feel not knowing where to
stand, how grumpy my clumsiness made me. I looked at the letters again and read out loud
JESUISDESOLEEJENAIPASCOMPRIS.

My encounter with Sylvie Fanchon’s work began with a detour, discovering her from some of the
spaces that her work inhabits, in and around Paris—the city where she lives. It began in the suburbs, at
La Galerie, centre d’art contemporain de Noisy-le-Sec in the Seine-Saint-Denis department, where the
exhibition “Hedy Lamarr. The Strange Woman” included two small paintings by Fanchon. A bichrome
with a blue background and orange stripes forming the phrase The Strange Woman, title taken from the
eponymous 1946 film starring Hedy Lamarr. And the other piece, with the same inscription, but in a
different font and carved in the white wall in such a way that the color contrast between the
background and the shape was so faint that it almost went unnoticed.2

Sylvie Fanchon, Sans titre (The Strange Woman), 2022, in situ mural, 60 x 80 cm. Production La Galerie,
centre d’art contemporain de Noisy-le-Sec. Courtesy the artist and Galerie Maubert, Paris © Adagp, Paris,
2022.

Exhibition views of "Hedy Lamarr - The Strange Woman", 2022, La Galerie, center d'art contemporain de
Noisy-le-Sec. Photos: © Salim Santa Lucia, 2022.

Sylvie Fanchon, VEUILLEZNINDIQUERAUCUNEINFORMATIONPERSONNELLE, 2023, Blanc de Meudon
on glass, 440 x 221 cm. Sentences written on the windows of Bétonsalon from March 2021 to March 2023,
Bétonsalon, Paris. Photo : Antonin Horquin.

Sylvie Fanchon, JESUISDESOLEEJENAIRIENENTENDU, 2023, Blanc de Meudon on glass, 440 x 221 cm.
Sentences written on the windows of Bétonsalon from March 2021 to March 2023, Bétonsalon, Paris.
Photo : Bétonsalon.

Next, in the 13th arrondissement of Paris, I visited Bétonsalon - Centre d'art et de recherche. On the
external facade there is a permanent installation, or semi-permanent— because the nature of the
material makes it ephemeral. There, on the glass surface, using a layer of watered-down Blanc de
Meudon (a kind of white paint made with crushed chalk with an earthy texture), the letters
JESUISDE/SOLEEJE/NAIRIEN/ENTENDU3 appear as negative unpainted space on four glass panels
with circular strokes that recall the movement made when cleaning windows.4

Later, again in the suburbs, at the MAC VAL, Musée d'art contemporain du Val-de-Marne in the town
of Vitry-sur-Seine, I found a huge mural with a black background and ‘flesh’-colored stripes—a color
that clearly does not exist as there is no flesh color as such, but I would not know how to name it;
maybe something between pink, brown and sand, but which my head instantly defined as ‘flesh’
colored, irritating me with the racist persistency of language. Diagonal stripes of the same width ran
across the wall beginning and ending in a ripped cut, evidencing the methodology, an adhesive tape
stencil.5 On the left side from top to bottom it reads:

S
A
G
E
S
F
E
M
M
E
S

Sages femmes literally means ‘wise women’, but in French it is the way midwives are named. These
words coincide with the artist’s initials. Sylvie Fanchon / Sages Femmes / S.F. Was this way of signing
her work a coincidence? Could it be a way of establishing a link with a secret community of women?

Sylvie Fanchon, SAGESFEMMES, 2017, exhibition view of "A mains nues", exhibition of the collection, MAC
VAL, Vitry-sur-Seine, 2022.

My detour ended in the heart of the city, at the fine arts school, in an office of the École nationale des
beaux-arts de Paris. I had never been in such a beautiful art school—so loaded in history. There, a
painting by Fanchon was waiting for me. A canvas with a sky-blue background—was it more like light
blue? Why is it so hard for me to identify and name colors?—with a small red cartoon figure in the
center.6 It was the silhouette of a dog that I had seen many times as a child. I could not remember
which cartoon it came from. I recognized the image, but could not place it in a specific context. It
aroused a certain tenderness in me, but I had no emotional attachment to it either. Now, while writing
this, I discover on Google, under the search “old dogs in cartoons”, that the character’s name is Droopy
and it is a Metro-Goldwyn-Mayer character.

Sylvie Fanchon, Sans titre (Caractères), 2009, acrylic on canvas, 114 x 196 cm. Collection Beaux-arts de Paris,
MU 12 669.

I usually write about

artists that I know

well or that I have

worked with for a long

time.

In this detour, besides intuiting the themes, rhythms, continuities and insistences in Fanchon’s work, I
came across something I did not expect. Every time someone asked me what I was doing in Paris, and I
replied that I had come to see Sylvie Fanchon’s work, something changed in the look and the gesture of
those who questioned me. A smile that awakened the face. It was something subtle, as if the bodies
were relieved, as if they regained a moment of contentment. The first time I noticed it, I was curious,
but, in the repetition of the gesture, I found relief too. 

I usually write about artists that I know well or that I have worked with for a long time. Besides a caution
against finding myself in situations where I need to force ideas, to try to say something meaningful
about a work I do not really like, I suppose it is also a provision so that I don’t end up working with, or on
the practice of, people I don’t feel comfortable with. I spent ten years of my life researching a French
philosopher and when I finally met him it was so disappointing that it left me with no room for
serendipity.  When I was invited to write about Sylvie Fanchon my first impulse was to say no, apart
from the aforementioned reservations, I prefer not to write about painting. It’s not that I don’t like it, but
I feel somehow surpassed and overtaken by it. However, there was something about Fanchon’s work
that made me curious. This, and the collapse of certainties that the pandemic left behind, prompted me
to suspend my rules. A few months earlier, an invitation to present at a conference in Johannesburg,
which I couldn’t refuse, led me to investigate the work of Frida Kahlo. Focusing on a series of self-
portraits, I discovered a marvelous pictorial world that opened up questions, which left me intrigued
and wanting more. So,  I said yes to the task. Fortunately, the desire to look at other things, to think
about other ideas, to learn more about painting, to write about women who paint, was stronger. From
these detours and accompanied by the smiles of those who heard her name, I began to delve into
Sylvie Fanchon’s work.

Sylvie Fanchon, Sans titre (Glory), 2020, 2020, acrylic on canvas, 40 x 60 cm. Courtesy the artist and
Galerie Maubert.

Sylvie Fanchon, exhibition view "SYLVIEFANCHON.COM", Galerie Maubert, 2021. Courtesy the artist and
Galerie Maubert.

Sylvie Fanchon thought that if her career stumbled, it was not because she was a woman but because
she was not good enough, or maybe because at the end of the twentieth century and the beginning of
the twenty-first, nobody cared about painting anymore. However, when I finally spoke with her, she
said that she now realizes that her career was determined or at least marked by the fact of being a
woman. Could that be the reason why I did not know her? Because she is a painter? Because she is
French? Or because she is a woman? Fanchon is not particularly concerned with positioning herself in a
history of women’s art, nor in a feminist production. However, I do wonder what women’s painting is.
How women place themselves in a tradition, a medium that has been masculine for centuries; where
the plots, gestures, and values have not only been created by men but created by a fully patriarchal
logic and dynamics. Painting, as John Berger said, imposed specific ways of seeing, which kept a
complicity with capitalism—as much as with the objectification of women. After decades, in which this
has been pointed out, are there other ways of seeing and producing today? Other ways of painting?
Can one continue painting after dismantling the metaphysical, sexist and capitalist logics of the
medium?

Sylvie Fanchon, Sans titre (Tableaux Scotch), 2016, 50 x 70 cm.
Courtesy the artist and Galerie Maubert.

Sylvie Fanchon, Sans titre (Tableaux Scotch), 2016, 50 x 70 cm.
Courtesy the artist and Galerie Maubert.

Sylvie Fanchon, Sans titre (Fantôme), 2015, 50 x 60 cm. Collections
FRAC-Artothèque Nouvelle-Aquitaine. © Adagp, Paris. Photo :
Frédérique Avril.

Fanchon assumes the

death of painting with

the grace of being out

of time.

Sylvie Fanchon sits on the history of art and laughs, not without anger, at the pretensions of
sacredness, interiority and contemplation of painting. She also laughs at the aspiration to change the
world with art. She seeks truth with painting, but perhaps, unlike other artists, she does not seek truth
in the painting, nor truth in painting. This last proposition, which Derrida attributes to Cézanne, reminds
us of the knot we are in: 

That which pertains [a trait à] to the thing itself. By reason of the power ascribed to
painting (the power of direct reproduction or restitution, adequation or transparency,
etc.), “the truth in painting,” in the French language which is not a painting, could mean
and be understood as: truth itself restored, in person, without mediation, makeup, mask,
or veil. In other words, the true truth or the truth of the truth, restituted in its power of
restitution, truth looking sufficiently like itself to escape any misprision, any illusion; and
even any representation–but sufficiently divided already to resemble, produce, or
engender itself twice over, in accordance with the two genitives: truth of truth and truth
of truth.7

Truth in painting, in this double genitive, was undoubtedly the philosophical obsession of the medium.
Painting comes to Fanchon when it is already mortally wounded. Although this does not mean its end, it
does entail the decline of metaphysical aspirations in it. Thus, Fanchon’s questioning does not seem to
be an ontological inquiry but a material one. She suggests remaining cautious before the power of
fascination and enchantment of painting, and to do this, she establishes three limits from which to
work: surface, color and form. With these three elements, which are modified throughout more than
four decades of her career, the artist experiments to produce truth in painting. In the painting, in her
painting, in every painting. Her work is to insist, almost obsessively, on these components without ever
returning to a field determined by the artist’s technical, expressive or intuitive genius in the classical
sense of painting tradition, nor to the cold purism of the medium. Here, there is a pictorial research of
the first order, which is within the history of painting itself, but already outside its teleology. 

Sylvie Fanchon does not make abstract or expressionist painting; she is neither conceptual nor lyrical.
Hers is a production that insists on investigating color and form without ever forgetting the delimitation
that allows the existence of that work. The space—the canvas, wall or glass—is not a window, but
rather a surface. There is something in this search that frees us from the pressures of painting, that
relieves. She does not see herself as a feminist artist, but to me it is refreshing to find a woman’s
painting that does not follow the male mandate, that neither imitates it nor assumes the place
historically designated to female painters. Fanchon assumes the death of painting with the grace of
being out of time. Therefore, rather than aiming on geniality, she plays. She establishes a series of rules
to play and, from there, to unfold the possibilities of truth present in her paintings. Playing is not a banal
nor a complementary activity, it is perhaps the resource that remains once the historical pathos of
painting is broken.8

Sylvie Fanchon, Sans titre, 1994, 130 × 162 cm. Courtesy the artist. Sylvie Fanchon, Sans titre, 1994, 130 × 162 cm. Courtesy the artist. Sylvie Fanchon, Sans titre, 1994, 130 × 162 cm. Courtesy the artist.

Going back to the elements of her work, from the beginning of Fanchon’s career, in the late eighties, we
find that her research is delimited by the surface. She builds from the plane, tracing the area that
determines a working space. The frame, the edge in her work, because it lacks ornament, is not an
exterior but a limit. In choosing not to adorn it she creates a two-dimensional space. It is interesting
how this limit changes in her work. Although in many of her pieces this is determined by the canvas,
there is also an exploration that takes it to the wall, where the surface expands. Likewise, there are the
glass panels where she explores other materialities, but in which she insists on the condition of the
plane as surface. Fanchon’s painting plays with scale and with the functions of the work. In the sense
the canvas has historically had, her pieces can be interior—inside a gallery, museum, house—or exterior
—the street, the public space. In both cases, interestingly, the rules of the work remain constant.
Fanchon does not modify her execution in the face of the pedagogical or spectacular possibilities
offered by muralism or street facade.  

Her work, contained in this delimited space, focuses on the tension between color and form. On the one
hand, in terms of color, she always works with bichrome, creating visual games between two colors.
This is perhaps to mark a certain affinity with minimalism, but refusing to endow with a single color
alone the weight of an individual object. Her experimentation proposes composition games. Even if the
viewer only sees two colors, in reality, there are several colors contained in the work. With the colors,
the artist seeks neither the creation of density, nor of light, nor of dimensions. Nor does she pretend to
affirm the medium as an instance of visual purism, much less to express or provoke feelings; her artistic
practice lies in pointing out the game of what appears in between. In their crossing, their opposition,
their tension.

Sylvie Fanchon, Sans titre (Accrochages), 2011, acrylic on canvas,
twice 130 x 196 cm. Exhibition view "SF à Sète", CRAC Sète, 2012.
Collection FRAC Franche-Comté.

Sylvie Fanchon, exhibition view "SF à Sète", CRAC Sète, 2012. Sylvie Fanchon, exhibition view, Galerie Bernard Jordan, Paris, 2007.
Courtesy the artist.

Sylvie Fanchon, Motifs, 2005, 60 x 82 cm. Courtesy the artist and
Galerie Maubert.

Sylvie Fanchon, Monochrome décoratif bleu et rouge, 2009, 114 x
162 cm. Collections FRAC Corse, © Adagp, Paris.

Sylvie Fanchon, Sans titre (Caractères), 2010, 50 x 65 cm. Courtesy
the artist and Galerie Maubert.
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silhouette figures

operate as

appropriations and

copies of symbols,

letters and figures.

There, the third element in her work emerges, the form. Although Fanchon works with representations,
they do not seek a realism that allows affirming the thing’s truth. There is no substitution or mediation;
on the contrary, her forms are appropriations of signs removed from their contexts. Fanchon’s forms are
silhouettes, and there is much that is uncanny in them since, at least in my Latin American tradition,
they are reminiscent of the graphic-political exercises that pointed to missing people.9 The silhouette is
that which appears in the place of the disappeared. That moment taken from children’s games of
drawing the outline of a body lying on the ground, going around its silhouette and then removing it to
keep its double. Sometimes we are left with only the double. The silhouettes in Fanchon’s work are
produced with stencils, a methodology associated with street painting such as graffiti or in artistic-
activist practices where the stencil is used to create repetitions in hurried situations, and where the
technique does not matter and the ideal of the original is not pursued. In Fanchon’s work, the silhouette
figures operate as appropriations and copies of symbols, letters and figures. These silhouettes are
recognizable, but they are distorted and their meaning, therefore, deferred. 

In the 1990s, the forms that emerged from her bichrome were geometric or architectural figures,
squares and rectangles that could be the outline of a house or a plan for the construction of an object
(Untitled, 1994); later they became botanical motifs, the outlines of some sort of plants and grass
(Untitled, 2007), but also decorative ornaments such as frames of different shapes, sizes and colors
(Untitled, 2008), busts that resemble old sculptures or unformed stains (Untitled, Aspects 2012) or
haircuts of long and stylish hair (Untitled, 2017). In Fanchon’s work these depicted ornaments—
decoration and  adornment —detach what has historically been taken in painting as that which is
additive, external to the representation of the object, to put it in the center, to make the whole painting,
and the truth that it can produce about it. In the 2000s, the silhouettes shifted from the outline of
animals (Untitled, Aspects, 2012; Untitled, Tableaux bêtes, 2009) to those of cartoon characters,
(Untitled, Caractères, 2010). This allows another game that intervenes in the pictorial tradition in that it
introduces humor from these figures devoid of any drama or expressiveness. They are not the
characters in vogue or belonging specifically to French culture. They are, rather, elements of a vaguely
common, standard, global culture. I show them to my six-year-old daughter and she can recognize the
outlines of them—a bird, a dog, a coyote—but she doesn’t know the specific references. This is where
Fanchon’s work operates, in being able to sit in the history of painting to play and warn: “I introduce a
dialectic with the help of futile, caricatural figures from the world of images. It is a 'warning', a way of
saying 'let us remain vigilant' in the face of the seductive power of painting.”10

Sylvie Fanchon, Architecture, 1994, 50 x 150 cm. Courtesy the artist and Galerie Maubert.

Sylvie Fanchon, Sans titre, 1995, 50 × 73 cm. Courtesy the artist.

In this same sense, language appears in her work. With it, she does not intend to dictate the truth or her
truth, nor to propagate a slogan, nor postulate, much less to communicate a feeling or idea. Language
is again a symbol that she appropriates in order to disavow it of its power. Without spelling or grammar,
she gets on language’s nerves. As she puts letters together, unfollowing writing conventions, the
referent becomes strange, ambiguous. 

Although Fanchon’s body of work, after more than four decades dedicated to painting, is very
extensive and complex, it seems to me that these are the elements that delimit her universe. As if they
were the components and rules with which she decided to play and establish a game with the viewer. It
is from there that she sits in the history of painting, she is in it, but also beyond it. Her truth no longer has
to do with validating a tradition, but with finding the logic and rigor of her own operation. She does it
seriously but not without grace, she is constantly laughing at us and at herself.

A few months ago, I was at a friend’s house with our respective children. The children were playing
while we were talking. Their game was a sort of dance contest, where each one of them could play their
favorite song. I hadn’t paid much attention to how the game operated, until the screaming made me
realize that part of it had to do with which of them Alexa obeyed. Each child was shouting a song to
Alexa, Amazon’s virtual assistant, to play. The voices were getting louder and louder, and the children’s
tone became aggressive as she didn’t recognize what they were saying. After a few minutes of
watching the show, I stopped to tell them not to yell at her. It annoyed me to see how they were talking
to a woman, even if it was a simulation of one. Why is it that all virtual assistants have a woman’s name
and voice? Does that insist on women’s labor in care work ? Does the cold and aggressive tone with
which we relate to them validate in children the very possibility of violence towards us? I wondered all
this as I helplessly watched how my friend’s son yelled, “Alexa, turn off”.

Sylvie Fanchon, (bonjourjesuisicipourvousaidez), 2018 , acrylic on canvas, 120 x 240 cm. Courtesy the artist
and Galerie Maubert.

Sylvie Fanchon, Cortana (quepuisjefairepourvous), 2018, acrylic on canvas, 50 x 70 cm. Courtesy the artist
and Galerie Maubert.

JEMAPPELLECORTANA/QUEPUISJEFAIREPOURVOUS.11 It is 2014, and Sylvie Fanchon comes across
a new artificial intelligence service automatically downloaded to her phone. Her name is Cortana, and
she introduces herself as Microsoft’s “personal productivity assistant”. She helps users find sites of
interest, social networks and services. She does so, like almost all such forms of artificial intelligence,
using a helpful tone—available in several languages—and by asking questions that, in their logical
simplicity and linguistic awkwardness, become existential queries.

Cortana is originally the name of an ancient Scandinavian sword, which was used to name the artificial
intelligence character in the Halo universe. There, Cortana is built by cloning a woman’s brain, although
she has no physical form—she is just a voice. In the game, Cortana was designed for espionage and
infiltration purposes. She is described as an intelligent and lively “being” with a sense of humor. She is
loyal to humans, perhaps because she herself is a clone. Therefore, to create a personal digital
assistant, Microsoft has used the character of that saga, and intends to propose a more personal
service, which can compete with Siri or Alexa. Its most remarkable function, we are informed, is that
she allows you to remember things. You can tell Cortana to remind you of anything. 

Fanchon uses the phrases that this operating system has thrown at her. With them she has built the
Cortana series since 2017. Words are the central characters of the pictorial spaces in this series. Their
appearance in the game of bichrome is produced with templates, stencils in this case of letters, which
allow its precise production. It is not the artist’s handwriting, it is a common typeface, that can be
replicated uniformly in the different pieces of the series. Cortana’s sentences are appropriated and
reproduced by Fanchon, always appearing in capital letters and without punctuation. Thus, there is no
indication marking the beginning or end of each word. The mechanicity of language in the operating
system works in its pictorial decomposition as a creator of estrangement.
POURVOUSAIDERAVOUSRAPPELER/CEQUIESTIMPORTANT/
JESUISDESOLEEJENAIRIENENTENDU/JESUISDESOLEECONNEXIONIMPOSSIBLE/
ETSINOUSDISCUTIONS/DITESMOICEQUEJEDEVRAISSAVOIRAFINDEPROTEGERVOTREVIEPRIVEE.

Sylvie Fanchon, Cortana (voicidesexemples), 2018, acrylic on canvas,
100 x 160 cm. Courtesy the artist and Galerie Maubert.

Sylvie Fanchon, Cortana (voiciunexemple...), 2018, acrylic on canvas,
100 x 160 cm. Collection Frac Franche-Comté, Besançon.

Sylvie Fanchon, Cortana (Echange), 2018, acrylic on canvas, 100 x
160 cm. Courtesy the artist Galerie Maubert.

The figures chosen by Sylvie Fanchon, whether animal forms or letters, do not pretend to be
representational but serve as a cultural and epistemological index, perhaps a punctum in a moment of
the world. On the surface of her painting appears the absurdity of representation and truth in artificial
intelligence. It would be funny if it were not grim. AI has come to stay, Fanchon’s Cortana paintings will
be a reminder to beware of the enchantments of them.

The language Cortana uses is one of those futile silhouettes drawn from our world of representation, the
appropriate double of our shared culture’s absent referent. In its simplicity, Fanchon shows us, with
delicacy and humor, that there is no natural principle. This allows us a joyful detachment from
metaphysics. The beauty in Fanchon’s work is not in the truth in painting, in relation to the thing or
being, but in the joy of having freed ourselves from it. With it the true truth, the truth of truth, has been
broken. 

Painting, so

masculine, so

metaphysical, so

patriarchal, can

become, as in

Fanchon’s practice,

another thing. A

practice that is free.

When I first met Sylvie Fanchon, she had stopped painting. She told me so without sadness. She was
done, at least at that time, with it. She kindly showed me the drawings she was making. Besides the
dimensions and texture of working on paper, perhaps the most significant difference from her painting
was that of the game of colors produced between the color of the surface itself, white, and the pencil
that colored the paper in different tones and intensities of gray. 

In these drawings, there were phrases that I had not seen before in her work. In the case of the drawing
that most caught my attention, the words, now in English, formed the set THESHOWMUSTGOON.
Above it, emerged the silhouette of a smiling cow.13 It took me a while to recognize it, but eventually I
was able to associate it with the image of a brand of cheese that my daughter likes. Also, still hung on
her studio walls, there was one of her latest paintings. Near the silhouette of a dog, appeared the letters
KEEP/UPSPIRITSYOUR.14 In its tearing and rearrangement I was able to locate a type of language, or
rather a use of language, that has become part of a dominant culture. That which, in its authority and its
cruelty, denotes a regime that pretends to make us responsible for our well-being. Linguistic strategies
of the as if type that seek to anchor in us the responsibility for our destinies. As if it were one’s will that
allows life to continue or to end. I remembered those moments of pandemic when I was instructed in
those unbearable expressions intended to be declarative statements: “The show must go on”. Is this a
show? Whose show? For whom? Why must it go on? What is it that must go on? I also remembered the
fury in my friend Sonia’s eyes when, dying of cancer, someone told her to keep her spirits up, that it
would help her to recover. As if it depended on her spirits whether her cells would multiply or not. After
visiting Sylvie Fanchon’s studio, I called my sister who is an oncologist. I asked her why doctors said
such phrases. She thoughtfully replied, “Sometimes we don't have much to say, but it would certainly
be better to remain silent.”

The language, extracted from writing conventions and found in Fanchon’s drawings, allowed, as in the
Cortana series, a detachment that releases a laugh at the nonsense and obtuseness of the linguistic
operation and the existential imbalances that playing with language caused. The mismatch between
the smiling cow and the authoritarian statement created a gap. Humor appeared in it, but not without a
hint of irritation and sorrow. 

These works insist on the truth of the art work, in dismantling its pretensions and authority. Painting, so
masculine, so metaphysical, so patriarchal, can become, as in Fanchon’s practice, another thing. A
practice that is free. When Fanchon paints, she plays, has fun, enjoys herself. She is also angry, but that
does not take away the pleasure of playing and including us in it.

Sylvie Fanchon, Keep Your Spirits Up, 2023, acrylic on canvas, 40 x 50 cm. Courtesy the artist and Galerie
Maubert.

The morning I visited Sylvie Fanchon’s studio turned into afternoon. We reviewed the works she had
stored there. One by one, we went over her techniques and the reasons that had led her to making
them. She showed me the stencil shapes she keeps in a folder, where letters of various sizes, and
cartoon characters, are piled up. She generously spoke to me in English, although, after a while and
about certain things, she would switch to French. There are things that one can only say in one’s own
language. Time went by in talking not only about art, but also about our daughters—what it means to be
mothers and to be artists. About work and care. We also talked about our mothers and fathers, our
inheritances and legacies, the places where we were born, and how to live in the times we are living.
About what the pandemic did to us, and what we have lost. For Fanchon, these intimate detours are
not part of her work, but for me they are important to know when I write about her. It is only from there
that I can think about the truth. A truth that no longer pretends to be universal, not even true. Perhaps
only possible, thinkable, speakable, shareable.

Now, while thinking and writing about Sylvie Fanchon’s work, I realize that I am smiling too.

Translated from Spanish by Ana Andrade - Please contact us to request the original essay in Spanish
Published in May 2023

Sylvie Fanchon according to Helena Chávez Mac Gregor Reading time 35’

JESUISDESOLEEJENAIPASCOMPRIS. A

reflection on truth in Sylvie

Fanchon’s painting.

Sylvie Fanchon, Sans titre (Tableau Scotch), 2014, 40 x 60 cm, Collection MAC VAL.

Helena Chávez Mac Gregor and Sylvie Fanchon, Paris, November 2022.
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1. Sylvie Fanchon, Untitled (The Strange Woman), 2022, wall mural, 60 x 80 cm and Sylvie
Fanchon, The Strange Woman, 2013, acrylic on canvas, 60 x 80 cm.

2. Sylvie Fanchon, BONJOURSINOUSDISCUTIONS, 2021. Blanc de Meudon (crushed chalk)
on windows, 440 x 221 cm, installation at Bétonsalon (March 2021 to March 2023).

3. Sylvie Fanchon, Sans titre (Caractères), 2009. Acrylic on canvas, 114 x 196 cm.

4. This idea follows Francis Bacon’s approach to game and the artist’s relationship with
painting: “You see, all art has now become completely a game by which man distracts
himself; and you may say it has always been like that, but now it’s entirely a game. And I think
that that is the way things have changed, and what is fascinating now is that it’s going to
become much more difficult for the artist, because he must really deepen the game to be any
good at all.” David Sylvester, La brutalidad de los hechos: entrevistas con Francis Bacon
(Polígrafa, Barcelone, 2009).

5. Sylvie Fanchon, Sylvie Fanchon (Gratitude, Beaux-Arts de Paris éditions, Paris, 2020), p.
53. Our translation from: “J’introduis une dialectique à l’aide de figures futiles, caricaturales,
issues du monde des images. C’est une ‘mise en garde’, une façon de dire ‘restons vigilants’
face à la puissance de séduction de la peinture.”

6. TOHELPYOUREMEMBER / WHATISIMPORTANT / IMSORRYIDIDNTHEARANYTHING /
IMSORRYCONNECTIONFAILED / WHATIFWECHATTED /
TELLMEWHATINEEDTOKNOWTOPROTECTYOURPRIVATELIFE

7.  Sylvie Fanchon, Keep Your Spirits Up, 2023, acrylic on canvas, 40 x 50 cm.

8. Sylvie Fanchon, Cortana (jesuisdésolée), 130 x 197 cm, acrylic on canvas, 2018. Translates
to: IMSORRYIDIDNTUNDERSTAND

9. IMSORRYIDIDNTHEARANYTHING

10. Sylvie Fanchon, SAGESFEMMES, 2017. Mural, acrylic paint, dimensions variable (height =
⅕ of length). Unique work. Reinstalled following the work’s protocol for A mains nues,
exhibition of the collection at MAC VAL, Vitry-sur-Seine, 2022.

11. Jacques Derrida, La verdad en pintura, Buenos Aires, Paídos, 2001, p. 19. In English edition:
Jacques Derrida, The Truth in Painting, Chicago, The University of Chicago Press, 1987, p. 5.

12. One of the most important aesthetic-political strategies in Latin America that demands the
safe return of those who have disappeared in the last 40 years is graphically related to the use
of silhouettes. This action has as its matrix what has been designated as the ‘Siluetazo’:
“Three visual artists: Rodolfo Aguerreberry, Julio Flores and Guillermo Kexel, devised the
action and brought the proposal to the Mothers and Grandmothers of Plaza de Mayo, in
Buenos Aires, as well as to different social and human rights organizations. A few months
before the end of the military regime, on September 21, 1983, within the framework of the III
Resistance March, the organizers improvised an open-air workshop and, using stencils,
began to outline human silhouettes on paper, which they then pasted vertically on the walls of
the surrounding buildings, on top of other existing posters, on trees, etc. Following this
gesture, the public’s appropriation was immediate. Hundreds of demonstrators provided other
materials for making silhouettes, “putting up their bodies” to be outlined, adding them to those
already put up by the organizers.” Florencia Battiti, El Siluetzo at:
https://muac.unam.mx/exposicion/el-siluetazo

13. Sylvie Fanchon, Cortana (jemappellecortana) and Cortana (quepuisjefairepourvous), both
50 x 70 cm, acrylic on canvas, 2018. Translates to:
MYNAMEISCORTANA/WHATCANIDOFORYOU

14. Sylvie Fanchon, title unknown (THESHOWMUSTGOON), 2022, pencil on paper.
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Ahí, emerge el tercer elemento en su obra, la forma. Si bien Fanchon trabaja con representaciones éstas no buscan un 

realismo que permita afirmar la verdad de la cosa. No hay sustitución ni mediación, por el contrario, sus formas son 

apropiaciones de signos apartados de sus contextos. Las figuras de Fanchon son siluetas, y hay mucho de siniestro 

en ellas pues, al menos para mi tradición latinoamericana, recuerdan a los ejercicios gráfico-políticos que señalaban a 

las personas ausentes.9 La silueta es aquello que aparece ante lo desaparecido. Ese momento tomado de la intuición 

infantil de recorrer un cuerpo para luego quitarlo y quedarse con su doble. A veces sólo nos queda el doble.  Las siluetas 

en la obra de Fanchon se producen con esténciles, una metodología asociada a la pintura de calle como el grafiti o en 

prácticas artístico-activistas donde la planilla sirve para crear repeticiones en situaciones apuradas y donde no importa 

la técnica ni se persigue el valor del original. En la obra de Sylvie, las figuras-siluetas, operan como apropiaciones y copia 

de símbolos, letras y figuras. Estás siluetas son reconocibles, pero están trastocadas y su sentido, por tanto, diferido.

En los años noventa las formas que emergían de los bicromos eran figuras geométricas o arquitectónicas, cuadrados 

y rectángulos que podrían ser el contorno de una casa o un plano para la construcción de un objeto (Sin título, 1994); 

pronto se convirtieron en motivos botánicos, contornos de algún tipo de plantas y hierba (Sin título, 2007); pero también 

en adornos decorativos como marcos de diferentes formas, tamaños y colores (Sin título, 2008), bustos que parecen 

esculturas antiguas o manchas sin forma (Sin título, Aspects 2012) o cortes de pelo largo y estilizado (Sin título, 2017). 

En la obra de Fanchon estos ornamentos representados —decoración y adorno— desligan aquello que históricamente 

en la pintura se ha tomado como eso que es aditivo, externo a la representación del objeto, para ponerlo en el centro, 

para hacer toda la pintura, y la verdad que pueda producir al respecto. En la década de 2000, las siluetas pasaron de ser 

contornos de animales (Sin título, Aspects, 2012), (Sin título, Tableaux bêtes, 2009) a personajes de dibujos animados, 

(Sin título, Caractères, 2010). Ello permite otro juego que interviene en la tradición pictórica que introduce el humor a 

partir de estas figuras carentes de cualquier dramatismo o expresividad. Son imágenes de la cultura popular pero que 

están apropiadas con cierta distancia. No son los personajes en voga ni pertenecientes a su cultura francesa. Son, más 

bien, elementos de una cultura vagamente común, estándar, global. Se los muestro a mi hija de seis años y puede reco-

nocer la figura —un pájaro, un perro, un coyote— pero no tiene la referencia. Es ahí donde opera la obra de Fanchon, en 

poder sentarse en la historia de la pintura para jugar y advertir: “Introduzco una dialéctica con ayuda de figuras fútiles y 

caricaturescas del mundo de la imagen. Es una ‘advertencia’, una forma de decir ‘permanezcamos alerta’ contra el poder 

seductor de la pintura.”10

En la obra de  
Sylvie, las  
figuras-siluetas, 
operan como  
apropiaciones y 
copia de símbolos, 
letras y figuras. 



I have a recurring dream, in which I talk to a friend in French. He is a French speaker. Outside the oneiric
realm we communicate in Spanish and English. But every time I dream about him, we speak in French.
Inevitably, the dream lasts only a few seconds, as long as I manage to speak before I run out of words.
Many times, I wake up with my mouth stuck. 

I should speak French, but I don’t. I studied it as a child and later as a teenager. In college, I studied
philosophy and, as I finally chose to work on aesthetics and politics, I ended up reading endless
treatises in that language. But I don’t speak it at all. 

The first painting I saw by Sylvie Fanchon was a black and white bichrome. On a black background,
white figures recall the shapes of cartoon representations of animals. A dog, or some four-legged being,
walks with its head up on the bottom right side of the painting and a plump little bird leans on a strip of
white paint made in one brushstroke, on which a series of black letters made in stencil are piled up to
form a set of signs: JESUISDESOLEEJENAIPASCOMPRIS.1

Sylvie Fanchon, Cortana (jesuidésolée), 2018, acrylic on canvas, twice 130 x 197 cm. View of the exhibition "Je
m'appelle Cortana," Frac Franche-Comté, Besançon, 2018-2019, Collection Musée d'Art Moderne de la Ville de
Paris.

I stared at the painting for a long time, putting the letters together and forming the words. I didn’t
manage to form the sentence right away, I had to try several times, using punctuation marks: Je-suis-
désolée, je-n’ai-pas-compris. It didn’t seem like a conundrum, but the work forced me to go slowly,
perhaps at the same speed that my brain processes the language. I clumsily read the painting. Out of
context the phrase didn’t say much, or said so much that I couldn’t place it either. However, the
anchorage with the other characters made it less dense. I wondered if the intention of the use of
language in the painting was political, as in the work of so many other Francophone artists, where
language is a critical or agitational device—Guy Debord, Claire Fontaine, Thierry Geoffroy—; if it was an
exercise concerning the ego—Ben Vautier—, or if it was more of a poetic inclination—René Magritte,
Francis Alÿs. Inevitably, the phrase Soleil Politique from Marcel Broodthaers’ work came to my mind,
perhaps because it was the reference that once hung in a reproduction in my house. I forced myself to
concentrate and cling to find the expression of a brushstroke, to feel the color in the painting. After
several minutes of pretending to contemplate, I laughed. I laughed at myself and how difficult it is for
me to understand painting. I was surprised at how uncomfortable it made me feel not knowing where to
stand, how grumpy my clumsiness made me. I looked at the letters again and read out loud
JESUISDESOLEEJENAIPASCOMPRIS.

My encounter with Sylvie Fanchon’s work began with a detour, discovering her from some of the
spaces that her work inhabits, in and around Paris—the city where she lives. It began in the suburbs, at
La Galerie, centre d’art contemporain de Noisy-le-Sec in the Seine-Saint-Denis department, where the
exhibition “Hedy Lamarr. The Strange Woman” included two small paintings by Fanchon. A bichrome
with a blue background and orange stripes forming the phrase The Strange Woman, title taken from the
eponymous 1946 film starring Hedy Lamarr. And the other piece, with the same inscription, but in a
different font and carved in the white wall in such a way that the color contrast between the
background and the shape was so faint that it almost went unnoticed.2

Sylvie Fanchon, Sans titre (The Strange Woman), 2022, in situ mural, 60 x 80 cm. Production La Galerie,
centre d’art contemporain de Noisy-le-Sec. Courtesy the artist and Galerie Maubert, Paris © Adagp, Paris,
2022.

Exhibition views of "Hedy Lamarr - The Strange Woman", 2022, La Galerie, center d'art contemporain de
Noisy-le-Sec. Photos: © Salim Santa Lucia, 2022.

Sylvie Fanchon, VEUILLEZNINDIQUERAUCUNEINFORMATIONPERSONNELLE, 2023, Blanc de Meudon
on glass, 440 x 221 cm. Sentences written on the windows of Bétonsalon from March 2021 to March 2023,
Bétonsalon, Paris. Photo : Antonin Horquin.

Sylvie Fanchon, JESUISDESOLEEJENAIRIENENTENDU, 2023, Blanc de Meudon on glass, 440 x 221 cm.
Sentences written on the windows of Bétonsalon from March 2021 to March 2023, Bétonsalon, Paris.
Photo : Bétonsalon.

Next, in the 13th arrondissement of Paris, I visited Bétonsalon - Centre d'art et de recherche. On the
external facade there is a permanent installation, or semi-permanent— because the nature of the
material makes it ephemeral. There, on the glass surface, using a layer of watered-down Blanc de
Meudon (a kind of white paint made with crushed chalk with an earthy texture), the letters
JESUISDE/SOLEEJE/NAIRIEN/ENTENDU3 appear as negative unpainted space on four glass panels
with circular strokes that recall the movement made when cleaning windows.4

Later, again in the suburbs, at the MAC VAL, Musée d'art contemporain du Val-de-Marne in the town
of Vitry-sur-Seine, I found a huge mural with a black background and ‘flesh’-colored stripes—a color
that clearly does not exist as there is no flesh color as such, but I would not know how to name it;
maybe something between pink, brown and sand, but which my head instantly defined as ‘flesh’
colored, irritating me with the racist persistency of language. Diagonal stripes of the same width ran
across the wall beginning and ending in a ripped cut, evidencing the methodology, an adhesive tape
stencil.5 On the left side from top to bottom it reads:

S
A
G
E
S
F
E
M
M
E
S

Sages femmes literally means ‘wise women’, but in French it is the way midwives are named. These
words coincide with the artist’s initials. Sylvie Fanchon / Sages Femmes / S.F. Was this way of signing
her work a coincidence? Could it be a way of establishing a link with a secret community of women?

Sylvie Fanchon, SAGESFEMMES, 2017, exhibition view of "A mains nues", exhibition of the collection, MAC
VAL, Vitry-sur-Seine, 2022.

My detour ended in the heart of the city, at the fine arts school, in an office of the École nationale des
beaux-arts de Paris. I had never been in such a beautiful art school—so loaded in history. There, a
painting by Fanchon was waiting for me. A canvas with a sky-blue background—was it more like light
blue? Why is it so hard for me to identify and name colors?—with a small red cartoon figure in the
center.6 It was the silhouette of a dog that I had seen many times as a child. I could not remember
which cartoon it came from. I recognized the image, but could not place it in a specific context. It
aroused a certain tenderness in me, but I had no emotional attachment to it either. Now, while writing
this, I discover on Google, under the search “old dogs in cartoons”, that the character’s name is Droopy
and it is a Metro-Goldwyn-Mayer character.

Sylvie Fanchon, Sans titre (Caractères), 2009, acrylic on canvas, 114 x 196 cm. Collection Beaux-arts de Paris,
MU 12 669.

I usually write about

artists that I know

well or that I have

worked with for a long

time.

In this detour, besides intuiting the themes, rhythms, continuities and insistences in Fanchon’s work, I
came across something I did not expect. Every time someone asked me what I was doing in Paris, and I
replied that I had come to see Sylvie Fanchon’s work, something changed in the look and the gesture of
those who questioned me. A smile that awakened the face. It was something subtle, as if the bodies
were relieved, as if they regained a moment of contentment. The first time I noticed it, I was curious,
but, in the repetition of the gesture, I found relief too. 

I usually write about artists that I know well or that I have worked with for a long time. Besides a caution
against finding myself in situations where I need to force ideas, to try to say something meaningful
about a work I do not really like, I suppose it is also a provision so that I don’t end up working with, or on
the practice of, people I don’t feel comfortable with. I spent ten years of my life researching a French
philosopher and when I finally met him it was so disappointing that it left me with no room for
serendipity.  When I was invited to write about Sylvie Fanchon my first impulse was to say no, apart
from the aforementioned reservations, I prefer not to write about painting. It’s not that I don’t like it, but
I feel somehow surpassed and overtaken by it. However, there was something about Fanchon’s work
that made me curious. This, and the collapse of certainties that the pandemic left behind, prompted me
to suspend my rules. A few months earlier, an invitation to present at a conference in Johannesburg,
which I couldn’t refuse, led me to investigate the work of Frida Kahlo. Focusing on a series of self-
portraits, I discovered a marvelous pictorial world that opened up questions, which left me intrigued
and wanting more. So,  I said yes to the task. Fortunately, the desire to look at other things, to think
about other ideas, to learn more about painting, to write about women who paint, was stronger. From
these detours and accompanied by the smiles of those who heard her name, I began to delve into
Sylvie Fanchon’s work.

Sylvie Fanchon, Sans titre (Glory), 2020, 2020, acrylic on canvas, 40 x 60 cm. Courtesy the artist and
Galerie Maubert.

Sylvie Fanchon, exhibition view "SYLVIEFANCHON.COM", Galerie Maubert, 2021. Courtesy the artist and
Galerie Maubert.

Sylvie Fanchon thought that if her career stumbled, it was not because she was a woman but because
she was not good enough, or maybe because at the end of the twentieth century and the beginning of
the twenty-first, nobody cared about painting anymore. However, when I finally spoke with her, she
said that she now realizes that her career was determined or at least marked by the fact of being a
woman. Could that be the reason why I did not know her? Because she is a painter? Because she is
French? Or because she is a woman? Fanchon is not particularly concerned with positioning herself in a
history of women’s art, nor in a feminist production. However, I do wonder what women’s painting is.
How women place themselves in a tradition, a medium that has been masculine for centuries; where
the plots, gestures, and values have not only been created by men but created by a fully patriarchal
logic and dynamics. Painting, as John Berger said, imposed specific ways of seeing, which kept a
complicity with capitalism—as much as with the objectification of women. After decades, in which this
has been pointed out, are there other ways of seeing and producing today? Other ways of painting?
Can one continue painting after dismantling the metaphysical, sexist and capitalist logics of the
medium?

Sylvie Fanchon, Sans titre (Tableaux Scotch), 2016, 50 x 70 cm.
Courtesy the artist and Galerie Maubert.

Sylvie Fanchon, Sans titre (Tableaux Scotch), 2016, 50 x 70 cm.
Courtesy the artist and Galerie Maubert.

Sylvie Fanchon, Sans titre (Fantôme), 2015, 50 x 60 cm. Collections
FRAC-Artothèque Nouvelle-Aquitaine. © Adagp, Paris. Photo :
Frédérique Avril.

Fanchon assumes the

death of painting with

the grace of being out

of time.

Sylvie Fanchon sits on the history of art and laughs, not without anger, at the pretensions of
sacredness, interiority and contemplation of painting. She also laughs at the aspiration to change the
world with art. She seeks truth with painting, but perhaps, unlike other artists, she does not seek truth
in the painting, nor truth in painting. This last proposition, which Derrida attributes to Cézanne, reminds
us of the knot we are in: 

That which pertains [a trait à] to the thing itself. By reason of the power ascribed to
painting (the power of direct reproduction or restitution, adequation or transparency,
etc.), “the truth in painting,” in the French language which is not a painting, could mean
and be understood as: truth itself restored, in person, without mediation, makeup, mask,
or veil. In other words, the true truth or the truth of the truth, restituted in its power of
restitution, truth looking sufficiently like itself to escape any misprision, any illusion; and
even any representation–but sufficiently divided already to resemble, produce, or
engender itself twice over, in accordance with the two genitives: truth of truth and truth
of truth.7

Truth in painting, in this double genitive, was undoubtedly the philosophical obsession of the medium.
Painting comes to Fanchon when it is already mortally wounded. Although this does not mean its end, it
does entail the decline of metaphysical aspirations in it. Thus, Fanchon’s questioning does not seem to
be an ontological inquiry but a material one. She suggests remaining cautious before the power of
fascination and enchantment of painting, and to do this, she establishes three limits from which to
work: surface, color and form. With these three elements, which are modified throughout more than
four decades of her career, the artist experiments to produce truth in painting. In the painting, in her
painting, in every painting. Her work is to insist, almost obsessively, on these components without ever
returning to a field determined by the artist’s technical, expressive or intuitive genius in the classical
sense of painting tradition, nor to the cold purism of the medium. Here, there is a pictorial research of
the first order, which is within the history of painting itself, but already outside its teleology. 

Sylvie Fanchon does not make abstract or expressionist painting; she is neither conceptual nor lyrical.
Hers is a production that insists on investigating color and form without ever forgetting the delimitation
that allows the existence of that work. The space—the canvas, wall or glass—is not a window, but
rather a surface. There is something in this search that frees us from the pressures of painting, that
relieves. She does not see herself as a feminist artist, but to me it is refreshing to find a woman’s
painting that does not follow the male mandate, that neither imitates it nor assumes the place
historically designated to female painters. Fanchon assumes the death of painting with the grace of
being out of time. Therefore, rather than aiming on geniality, she plays. She establishes a series of rules
to play and, from there, to unfold the possibilities of truth present in her paintings. Playing is not a banal
nor a complementary activity, it is perhaps the resource that remains once the historical pathos of
painting is broken.8

Sylvie Fanchon, Sans titre, 1994, 130 × 162 cm. Courtesy the artist. Sylvie Fanchon, Sans titre, 1994, 130 × 162 cm. Courtesy the artist. Sylvie Fanchon, Sans titre, 1994, 130 × 162 cm. Courtesy the artist.

Going back to the elements of her work, from the beginning of Fanchon’s career, in the late eighties, we
find that her research is delimited by the surface. She builds from the plane, tracing the area that
determines a working space. The frame, the edge in her work, because it lacks ornament, is not an
exterior but a limit. In choosing not to adorn it she creates a two-dimensional space. It is interesting
how this limit changes in her work. Although in many of her pieces this is determined by the canvas,
there is also an exploration that takes it to the wall, where the surface expands. Likewise, there are the
glass panels where she explores other materialities, but in which she insists on the condition of the
plane as surface. Fanchon’s painting plays with scale and with the functions of the work. In the sense
the canvas has historically had, her pieces can be interior—inside a gallery, museum, house—or exterior
—the street, the public space. In both cases, interestingly, the rules of the work remain constant.
Fanchon does not modify her execution in the face of the pedagogical or spectacular possibilities
offered by muralism or street facade.  

Her work, contained in this delimited space, focuses on the tension between color and form. On the one
hand, in terms of color, she always works with bichrome, creating visual games between two colors.
This is perhaps to mark a certain affinity with minimalism, but refusing to endow with a single color
alone the weight of an individual object. Her experimentation proposes composition games. Even if the
viewer only sees two colors, in reality, there are several colors contained in the work. With the colors,
the artist seeks neither the creation of density, nor of light, nor of dimensions. Nor does she pretend to
affirm the medium as an instance of visual purism, much less to express or provoke feelings; her artistic
practice lies in pointing out the game of what appears in between. In their crossing, their opposition,
their tension.

Sylvie Fanchon, Sans titre (Accrochages), 2011, acrylic on canvas,
twice 130 x 196 cm. Exhibition view "SF à Sète", CRAC Sète, 2012.
Collection FRAC Franche-Comté.

Sylvie Fanchon, exhibition view "SF à Sète", CRAC Sète, 2012. Sylvie Fanchon, exhibition view, Galerie Bernard Jordan, Paris, 2007.
Courtesy the artist.

Sylvie Fanchon, Motifs, 2005, 60 x 82 cm. Courtesy the artist and
Galerie Maubert.

Sylvie Fanchon, Monochrome décoratif bleu et rouge, 2009, 114 x
162 cm. Collections FRAC Corse, © Adagp, Paris.

Sylvie Fanchon, Sans titre (Caractères), 2010, 50 x 65 cm. Courtesy
the artist and Galerie Maubert.

In Fanchon’s work, the

silhouette figures

operate as

appropriations and

copies of symbols,

letters and figures.

There, the third element in her work emerges, the form. Although Fanchon works with representations,
they do not seek a realism that allows affirming the thing’s truth. There is no substitution or mediation;
on the contrary, her forms are appropriations of signs removed from their contexts. Fanchon’s forms are
silhouettes, and there is much that is uncanny in them since, at least in my Latin American tradition,
they are reminiscent of the graphic-political exercises that pointed to missing people.9 The silhouette is
that which appears in the place of the disappeared. That moment taken from children’s games of
drawing the outline of a body lying on the ground, going around its silhouette and then removing it to
keep its double. Sometimes we are left with only the double. The silhouettes in Fanchon’s work are
produced with stencils, a methodology associated with street painting such as graffiti or in artistic-
activist practices where the stencil is used to create repetitions in hurried situations, and where the
technique does not matter and the ideal of the original is not pursued. In Fanchon’s work, the silhouette
figures operate as appropriations and copies of symbols, letters and figures. These silhouettes are
recognizable, but they are distorted and their meaning, therefore, deferred. 

In the 1990s, the forms that emerged from her bichrome were geometric or architectural figures,
squares and rectangles that could be the outline of a house or a plan for the construction of an object
(Untitled, 1994); later they became botanical motifs, the outlines of some sort of plants and grass
(Untitled, 2007), but also decorative ornaments such as frames of different shapes, sizes and colors
(Untitled, 2008), busts that resemble old sculptures or unformed stains (Untitled, Aspects 2012) or
haircuts of long and stylish hair (Untitled, 2017). In Fanchon’s work these depicted ornaments—
decoration and  adornment —detach what has historically been taken in painting as that which is
additive, external to the representation of the object, to put it in the center, to make the whole painting,
and the truth that it can produce about it. In the 2000s, the silhouettes shifted from the outline of
animals (Untitled, Aspects, 2012; Untitled, Tableaux bêtes, 2009) to those of cartoon characters,
(Untitled, Caractères, 2010). This allows another game that intervenes in the pictorial tradition in that it
introduces humor from these figures devoid of any drama or expressiveness. They are not the
characters in vogue or belonging specifically to French culture. They are, rather, elements of a vaguely
common, standard, global culture. I show them to my six-year-old daughter and she can recognize the
outlines of them—a bird, a dog, a coyote—but she doesn’t know the specific references. This is where
Fanchon’s work operates, in being able to sit in the history of painting to play and warn: “I introduce a
dialectic with the help of futile, caricatural figures from the world of images. It is a 'warning', a way of
saying 'let us remain vigilant' in the face of the seductive power of painting.”10

Sylvie Fanchon, Architecture, 1994, 50 x 150 cm. Courtesy the artist and Galerie Maubert.

Sylvie Fanchon, Sans titre, 1995, 50 × 73 cm. Courtesy the artist.

In this same sense, language appears in her work. With it, she does not intend to dictate the truth or her
truth, nor to propagate a slogan, nor postulate, much less to communicate a feeling or idea. Language
is again a symbol that she appropriates in order to disavow it of its power. Without spelling or grammar,
she gets on language’s nerves. As she puts letters together, unfollowing writing conventions, the
referent becomes strange, ambiguous. 

Although Fanchon’s body of work, after more than four decades dedicated to painting, is very
extensive and complex, it seems to me that these are the elements that delimit her universe. As if they
were the components and rules with which she decided to play and establish a game with the viewer. It
is from there that she sits in the history of painting, she is in it, but also beyond it. Her truth no longer has
to do with validating a tradition, but with finding the logic and rigor of her own operation. She does it
seriously but not without grace, she is constantly laughing at us and at herself.

A few months ago, I was at a friend’s house with our respective children. The children were playing
while we were talking. Their game was a sort of dance contest, where each one of them could play their
favorite song. I hadn’t paid much attention to how the game operated, until the screaming made me
realize that part of it had to do with which of them Alexa obeyed. Each child was shouting a song to
Alexa, Amazon’s virtual assistant, to play. The voices were getting louder and louder, and the children’s
tone became aggressive as she didn’t recognize what they were saying. After a few minutes of
watching the show, I stopped to tell them not to yell at her. It annoyed me to see how they were talking
to a woman, even if it was a simulation of one. Why is it that all virtual assistants have a woman’s name
and voice? Does that insist on women’s labor in care work ? Does the cold and aggressive tone with
which we relate to them validate in children the very possibility of violence towards us? I wondered all
this as I helplessly watched how my friend’s son yelled, “Alexa, turn off”.

Sylvie Fanchon, (bonjourjesuisicipourvousaidez), 2018 , acrylic on canvas, 120 x 240 cm. Courtesy the artist
and Galerie Maubert.

Sylvie Fanchon, Cortana (quepuisjefairepourvous), 2018, acrylic on canvas, 50 x 70 cm. Courtesy the artist
and Galerie Maubert.

JEMAPPELLECORTANA/QUEPUISJEFAIREPOURVOUS.11 It is 2014, and Sylvie Fanchon comes across
a new artificial intelligence service automatically downloaded to her phone. Her name is Cortana, and
she introduces herself as Microsoft’s “personal productivity assistant”. She helps users find sites of
interest, social networks and services. She does so, like almost all such forms of artificial intelligence,
using a helpful tone—available in several languages—and by asking questions that, in their logical
simplicity and linguistic awkwardness, become existential queries.

Cortana is originally the name of an ancient Scandinavian sword, which was used to name the artificial
intelligence character in the Halo universe. There, Cortana is built by cloning a woman’s brain, although
she has no physical form—she is just a voice. In the game, Cortana was designed for espionage and
infiltration purposes. She is described as an intelligent and lively “being” with a sense of humor. She is
loyal to humans, perhaps because she herself is a clone. Therefore, to create a personal digital
assistant, Microsoft has used the character of that saga, and intends to propose a more personal
service, which can compete with Siri or Alexa. Its most remarkable function, we are informed, is that
she allows you to remember things. You can tell Cortana to remind you of anything. 

Fanchon uses the phrases that this operating system has thrown at her. With them she has built the
Cortana series since 2017. Words are the central characters of the pictorial spaces in this series. Their
appearance in the game of bichrome is produced with templates, stencils in this case of letters, which
allow its precise production. It is not the artist’s handwriting, it is a common typeface, that can be
replicated uniformly in the different pieces of the series. Cortana’s sentences are appropriated and
reproduced by Fanchon, always appearing in capital letters and without punctuation. Thus, there is no
indication marking the beginning or end of each word. The mechanicity of language in the operating
system works in its pictorial decomposition as a creator of estrangement.
POURVOUSAIDERAVOUSRAPPELER/CEQUIESTIMPORTANT/
JESUISDESOLEEJENAIRIENENTENDU/JESUISDESOLEECONNEXIONIMPOSSIBLE/
ETSINOUSDISCUTIONS/DITESMOICEQUEJEDEVRAISSAVOIRAFINDEPROTEGERVOTREVIEPRIVEE.

Sylvie Fanchon, Cortana (voicidesexemples), 2018, acrylic on canvas,
100 x 160 cm. Courtesy the artist and Galerie Maubert.

Sylvie Fanchon, Cortana (voiciunexemple...), 2018, acrylic on canvas,
100 x 160 cm. Collection Frac Franche-Comté, Besançon.

Sylvie Fanchon, Cortana (Echange), 2018, acrylic on canvas, 100 x
160 cm. Courtesy the artist Galerie Maubert.

The figures chosen by Sylvie Fanchon, whether animal forms or letters, do not pretend to be
representational but serve as a cultural and epistemological index, perhaps a punctum in a moment of
the world. On the surface of her painting appears the absurdity of representation and truth in artificial
intelligence. It would be funny if it were not grim. AI has come to stay, Fanchon’s Cortana paintings will
be a reminder to beware of the enchantments of them.

The language Cortana uses is one of those futile silhouettes drawn from our world of representation, the
appropriate double of our shared culture’s absent referent. In its simplicity, Fanchon shows us, with
delicacy and humor, that there is no natural principle. This allows us a joyful detachment from
metaphysics. The beauty in Fanchon’s work is not in the truth in painting, in relation to the thing or
being, but in the joy of having freed ourselves from it. With it the true truth, the truth of truth, has been
broken. 

Painting, so

masculine, so

metaphysical, so

patriarchal, can

become, as in

Fanchon’s practice,

another thing. A

practice that is free.

When I first met Sylvie Fanchon, she had stopped painting. She told me so without sadness. She was
done, at least at that time, with it. She kindly showed me the drawings she was making. Besides the
dimensions and texture of working on paper, perhaps the most significant difference from her painting
was that of the game of colors produced between the color of the surface itself, white, and the pencil
that colored the paper in different tones and intensities of gray. 

In these drawings, there were phrases that I had not seen before in her work. In the case of the drawing
that most caught my attention, the words, now in English, formed the set THESHOWMUSTGOON.
Above it, emerged the silhouette of a smiling cow.13 It took me a while to recognize it, but eventually I
was able to associate it with the image of a brand of cheese that my daughter likes. Also, still hung on
her studio walls, there was one of her latest paintings. Near the silhouette of a dog, appeared the letters
KEEP/UPSPIRITSYOUR.14 In its tearing and rearrangement I was able to locate a type of language, or
rather a use of language, that has become part of a dominant culture. That which, in its authority and its
cruelty, denotes a regime that pretends to make us responsible for our well-being. Linguistic strategies
of the as if type that seek to anchor in us the responsibility for our destinies. As if it were one’s will that
allows life to continue or to end. I remembered those moments of pandemic when I was instructed in
those unbearable expressions intended to be declarative statements: “The show must go on”. Is this a
show? Whose show? For whom? Why must it go on? What is it that must go on? I also remembered the
fury in my friend Sonia’s eyes when, dying of cancer, someone told her to keep her spirits up, that it
would help her to recover. As if it depended on her spirits whether her cells would multiply or not. After
visiting Sylvie Fanchon’s studio, I called my sister who is an oncologist. I asked her why doctors said
such phrases. She thoughtfully replied, “Sometimes we don't have much to say, but it would certainly
be better to remain silent.”

The language, extracted from writing conventions and found in Fanchon’s drawings, allowed, as in the
Cortana series, a detachment that releases a laugh at the nonsense and obtuseness of the linguistic
operation and the existential imbalances that playing with language caused. The mismatch between
the smiling cow and the authoritarian statement created a gap. Humor appeared in it, but not without a
hint of irritation and sorrow. 

These works insist on the truth of the art work, in dismantling its pretensions and authority. Painting, so
masculine, so metaphysical, so patriarchal, can become, as in Fanchon’s practice, another thing. A
practice that is free. When Fanchon paints, she plays, has fun, enjoys herself. She is also angry, but that
does not take away the pleasure of playing and including us in it.

Sylvie Fanchon, Keep Your Spirits Up, 2023, acrylic on canvas, 40 x 50 cm. Courtesy the artist and Galerie
Maubert.

The morning I visited Sylvie Fanchon’s studio turned into afternoon. We reviewed the works she had
stored there. One by one, we went over her techniques and the reasons that had led her to making
them. She showed me the stencil shapes she keeps in a folder, where letters of various sizes, and
cartoon characters, are piled up. She generously spoke to me in English, although, after a while and
about certain things, she would switch to French. There are things that one can only say in one’s own
language. Time went by in talking not only about art, but also about our daughters—what it means to be
mothers and to be artists. About work and care. We also talked about our mothers and fathers, our
inheritances and legacies, the places where we were born, and how to live in the times we are living.
About what the pandemic did to us, and what we have lost. For Fanchon, these intimate detours are
not part of her work, but for me they are important to know when I write about her. It is only from there
that I can think about the truth. A truth that no longer pretends to be universal, not even true. Perhaps
only possible, thinkable, speakable, shareable.

Now, while thinking and writing about Sylvie Fanchon’s work, I realize that I am smiling too.

Translated from Spanish by Ana Andrade - Please contact us to request the original essay in Spanish
Published in May 2023

Sylvie Fanchon according to Helena Chávez Mac Gregor Reading time 35’

JESUISDESOLEEJENAIPASCOMPRIS. A

reflection on truth in Sylvie

Fanchon’s painting.

Sylvie Fanchon, Sans titre (Tableau Scotch), 2014, 40 x 60 cm, Collection MAC VAL.

Helena Chávez Mac Gregor and Sylvie Fanchon, Paris, November 2022.
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1. Sylvie Fanchon, Untitled (The Strange Woman), 2022, wall mural, 60 x 80 cm and Sylvie
Fanchon, The Strange Woman, 2013, acrylic on canvas, 60 x 80 cm.

2. Sylvie Fanchon, BONJOURSINOUSDISCUTIONS, 2021. Blanc de Meudon (crushed chalk)
on windows, 440 x 221 cm, installation at Bétonsalon (March 2021 to March 2023).

3. Sylvie Fanchon, Sans titre (Caractères), 2009. Acrylic on canvas, 114 x 196 cm.

4. This idea follows Francis Bacon’s approach to game and the artist’s relationship with
painting: “You see, all art has now become completely a game by which man distracts
himself; and you may say it has always been like that, but now it’s entirely a game. And I think
that that is the way things have changed, and what is fascinating now is that it’s going to
become much more difficult for the artist, because he must really deepen the game to be any
good at all.” David Sylvester, La brutalidad de los hechos: entrevistas con Francis Bacon
(Polígrafa, Barcelone, 2009).

5. Sylvie Fanchon, Sylvie Fanchon (Gratitude, Beaux-Arts de Paris éditions, Paris, 2020), p.
53. Our translation from: “J’introduis une dialectique à l’aide de figures futiles, caricaturales,
issues du monde des images. C’est une ‘mise en garde’, une façon de dire ‘restons vigilants’
face à la puissance de séduction de la peinture.”

6. TOHELPYOUREMEMBER / WHATISIMPORTANT / IMSORRYIDIDNTHEARANYTHING /
IMSORRYCONNECTIONFAILED / WHATIFWECHATTED /
TELLMEWHATINEEDTOKNOWTOPROTECTYOURPRIVATELIFE

7.  Sylvie Fanchon, Keep Your Spirits Up, 2023, acrylic on canvas, 40 x 50 cm.

8. Sylvie Fanchon, Cortana (jesuisdésolée), 130 x 197 cm, acrylic on canvas, 2018. Translates
to: IMSORRYIDIDNTUNDERSTAND

9. IMSORRYIDIDNTHEARANYTHING

10. Sylvie Fanchon, SAGESFEMMES, 2017. Mural, acrylic paint, dimensions variable (height =
⅕ of length). Unique work. Reinstalled following the work’s protocol for A mains nues,
exhibition of the collection at MAC VAL, Vitry-sur-Seine, 2022.

11. Jacques Derrida, La verdad en pintura, Buenos Aires, Paídos, 2001, p. 19. In English edition:
Jacques Derrida, The Truth in Painting, Chicago, The University of Chicago Press, 1987, p. 5.

12. One of the most important aesthetic-political strategies in Latin America that demands the
safe return of those who have disappeared in the last 40 years is graphically related to the use
of silhouettes. This action has as its matrix what has been designated as the ‘Siluetazo’:
“Three visual artists: Rodolfo Aguerreberry, Julio Flores and Guillermo Kexel, devised the
action and brought the proposal to the Mothers and Grandmothers of Plaza de Mayo, in
Buenos Aires, as well as to different social and human rights organizations. A few months
before the end of the military regime, on September 21, 1983, within the framework of the III
Resistance March, the organizers improvised an open-air workshop and, using stencils,
began to outline human silhouettes on paper, which they then pasted vertically on the walls of
the surrounding buildings, on top of other existing posters, on trees, etc. Following this
gesture, the public’s appropriation was immediate. Hundreds of demonstrators provided other
materials for making silhouettes, “putting up their bodies” to be outlined, adding them to those
already put up by the organizers.” Florencia Battiti, El Siluetzo at:
https://muac.unam.mx/exposicion/el-siluetazo

13. Sylvie Fanchon, Cortana (jemappellecortana) and Cortana (quepuisjefairepourvous), both
50 x 70 cm, acrylic on canvas, 2018. Translates to:
MYNAMEISCORTANA/WHATCANIDOFORYOU

14. Sylvie Fanchon, title unknown (THESHOWMUSTGOON), 2022, pencil on paper.
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En este mismo sentido, aparece el lenguaje en su obra. Con él no pretende dictar la verdad o su verdad, tampoco propagar 

un eslogan o postulado, menos aún comunicar un sentimiento o idea. El lenguaje es de nuevo un símbolo del que se 

apropia para desautorizarlo de su poder. Sin ortografía ni gramática lo saca de quicio, al juntar sus letras el referente se va 

volviendo extraño, ambiguo. 

Si bien el cuerpo de obra de Fanchon, tras más de cuatro décadas dedicada a la pintura, es muy extenso y complejo, me 

parece que se puede afirmar que estos son elementos que delimitan su universo. Como si fueran los componentes y las 

reglas con las que ella decidió jugar y establecer un juego con el espectador. Desde ahí es que se coloca en la historia de 

la pintura, está en ella, pero también más allá de ella. Su verdad ya no tiene que ver con validar una tradición, sino encon-

trar la lógica y el rigor de su propia operación. Lo hace seriamente pero no sin reírse de nosotros y de ella misma.

Hace unos cuantos meses estaba en casa de una amiga con nuestros respectivos hijos. Las y los niños jugaban mientras 

nosotros hablábamos. El juego era una especie de concurso de baile donde cada uno podía poner su canción favorita. 

No había puesto mucha atención a cómo operaba el juego hasta que los gritos me hicieron notar que parte de éste tenía 

que ver con ver a quién de ellos obedecía Alexa. Cada uno iba nombrando su canción para que Alexa, el asistente virtual 

de Amazon, la pusiera. Las voces iban subiendo de volumen y el tono de los niños se tornaba agresivo cada vez que ella 

no reconocía lo que decían. Después de unos minutos de ver el espectáculo me paré para decirles que no le gritaran. 

Me irritaba cómo le hablaban a una mujer, aunque fuera una simulación. ¿Por qué será que todos los asistentes virtuales 

tienen nombre y voz de mujer? ¿Ello insiste en nuestro papel de servicio? ¿La frialdad y agresividad con la que nos 

relacionamos con ellas validará en los niños la posibilidad misma de violencia hacia nosotras? Me preguntaba todo esto 

mientras veía sin remedio cómo el hijo de mi amiga gritaba: “Alexa, apágate”.



I have a recurring dream, in which I talk to a friend in French. He is a French speaker. Outside the oneiric
realm we communicate in Spanish and English. But every time I dream about him, we speak in French.
Inevitably, the dream lasts only a few seconds, as long as I manage to speak before I run out of words.
Many times, I wake up with my mouth stuck. 

I should speak French, but I don’t. I studied it as a child and later as a teenager. In college, I studied
philosophy and, as I finally chose to work on aesthetics and politics, I ended up reading endless
treatises in that language. But I don’t speak it at all. 

The first painting I saw by Sylvie Fanchon was a black and white bichrome. On a black background,
white figures recall the shapes of cartoon representations of animals. A dog, or some four-legged being,
walks with its head up on the bottom right side of the painting and a plump little bird leans on a strip of
white paint made in one brushstroke, on which a series of black letters made in stencil are piled up to
form a set of signs: JESUISDESOLEEJENAIPASCOMPRIS.1

Sylvie Fanchon, Cortana (jesuidésolée), 2018, acrylic on canvas, twice 130 x 197 cm. View of the exhibition "Je
m'appelle Cortana," Frac Franche-Comté, Besançon, 2018-2019, Collection Musée d'Art Moderne de la Ville de
Paris.

I stared at the painting for a long time, putting the letters together and forming the words. I didn’t
manage to form the sentence right away, I had to try several times, using punctuation marks: Je-suis-
désolée, je-n’ai-pas-compris. It didn’t seem like a conundrum, but the work forced me to go slowly,
perhaps at the same speed that my brain processes the language. I clumsily read the painting. Out of
context the phrase didn’t say much, or said so much that I couldn’t place it either. However, the
anchorage with the other characters made it less dense. I wondered if the intention of the use of
language in the painting was political, as in the work of so many other Francophone artists, where
language is a critical or agitational device—Guy Debord, Claire Fontaine, Thierry Geoffroy—; if it was an
exercise concerning the ego—Ben Vautier—, or if it was more of a poetic inclination—René Magritte,
Francis Alÿs. Inevitably, the phrase Soleil Politique from Marcel Broodthaers’ work came to my mind,
perhaps because it was the reference that once hung in a reproduction in my house. I forced myself to
concentrate and cling to find the expression of a brushstroke, to feel the color in the painting. After
several minutes of pretending to contemplate, I laughed. I laughed at myself and how difficult it is for
me to understand painting. I was surprised at how uncomfortable it made me feel not knowing where to
stand, how grumpy my clumsiness made me. I looked at the letters again and read out loud
JESUISDESOLEEJENAIPASCOMPRIS.

My encounter with Sylvie Fanchon’s work began with a detour, discovering her from some of the
spaces that her work inhabits, in and around Paris—the city where she lives. It began in the suburbs, at
La Galerie, centre d’art contemporain de Noisy-le-Sec in the Seine-Saint-Denis department, where the
exhibition “Hedy Lamarr. The Strange Woman” included two small paintings by Fanchon. A bichrome
with a blue background and orange stripes forming the phrase The Strange Woman, title taken from the
eponymous 1946 film starring Hedy Lamarr. And the other piece, with the same inscription, but in a
different font and carved in the white wall in such a way that the color contrast between the
background and the shape was so faint that it almost went unnoticed.2

Sylvie Fanchon, Sans titre (The Strange Woman), 2022, in situ mural, 60 x 80 cm. Production La Galerie,
centre d’art contemporain de Noisy-le-Sec. Courtesy the artist and Galerie Maubert, Paris © Adagp, Paris,
2022.

Exhibition views of "Hedy Lamarr - The Strange Woman", 2022, La Galerie, center d'art contemporain de
Noisy-le-Sec. Photos: © Salim Santa Lucia, 2022.

Sylvie Fanchon, VEUILLEZNINDIQUERAUCUNEINFORMATIONPERSONNELLE, 2023, Blanc de Meudon
on glass, 440 x 221 cm. Sentences written on the windows of Bétonsalon from March 2021 to March 2023,
Bétonsalon, Paris. Photo : Antonin Horquin.

Sylvie Fanchon, JESUISDESOLEEJENAIRIENENTENDU, 2023, Blanc de Meudon on glass, 440 x 221 cm.
Sentences written on the windows of Bétonsalon from March 2021 to March 2023, Bétonsalon, Paris.
Photo : Bétonsalon.

Next, in the 13th arrondissement of Paris, I visited Bétonsalon - Centre d'art et de recherche. On the
external facade there is a permanent installation, or semi-permanent— because the nature of the
material makes it ephemeral. There, on the glass surface, using a layer of watered-down Blanc de
Meudon (a kind of white paint made with crushed chalk with an earthy texture), the letters
JESUISDE/SOLEEJE/NAIRIEN/ENTENDU3 appear as negative unpainted space on four glass panels
with circular strokes that recall the movement made when cleaning windows.4

Later, again in the suburbs, at the MAC VAL, Musée d'art contemporain du Val-de-Marne in the town
of Vitry-sur-Seine, I found a huge mural with a black background and ‘flesh’-colored stripes—a color
that clearly does not exist as there is no flesh color as such, but I would not know how to name it;
maybe something between pink, brown and sand, but which my head instantly defined as ‘flesh’
colored, irritating me with the racist persistency of language. Diagonal stripes of the same width ran
across the wall beginning and ending in a ripped cut, evidencing the methodology, an adhesive tape
stencil.5 On the left side from top to bottom it reads:

S
A
G
E
S
F
E
M
M
E
S

Sages femmes literally means ‘wise women’, but in French it is the way midwives are named. These
words coincide with the artist’s initials. Sylvie Fanchon / Sages Femmes / S.F. Was this way of signing
her work a coincidence? Could it be a way of establishing a link with a secret community of women?

Sylvie Fanchon, SAGESFEMMES, 2017, exhibition view of "A mains nues", exhibition of the collection, MAC
VAL, Vitry-sur-Seine, 2022.

My detour ended in the heart of the city, at the fine arts school, in an office of the École nationale des
beaux-arts de Paris. I had never been in such a beautiful art school—so loaded in history. There, a
painting by Fanchon was waiting for me. A canvas with a sky-blue background—was it more like light
blue? Why is it so hard for me to identify and name colors?—with a small red cartoon figure in the
center.6 It was the silhouette of a dog that I had seen many times as a child. I could not remember
which cartoon it came from. I recognized the image, but could not place it in a specific context. It
aroused a certain tenderness in me, but I had no emotional attachment to it either. Now, while writing
this, I discover on Google, under the search “old dogs in cartoons”, that the character’s name is Droopy
and it is a Metro-Goldwyn-Mayer character.

Sylvie Fanchon, Sans titre (Caractères), 2009, acrylic on canvas, 114 x 196 cm. Collection Beaux-arts de Paris,
MU 12 669.

I usually write about

artists that I know

well or that I have

worked with for a long

time.

In this detour, besides intuiting the themes, rhythms, continuities and insistences in Fanchon’s work, I
came across something I did not expect. Every time someone asked me what I was doing in Paris, and I
replied that I had come to see Sylvie Fanchon’s work, something changed in the look and the gesture of
those who questioned me. A smile that awakened the face. It was something subtle, as if the bodies
were relieved, as if they regained a moment of contentment. The first time I noticed it, I was curious,
but, in the repetition of the gesture, I found relief too. 

I usually write about artists that I know well or that I have worked with for a long time. Besides a caution
against finding myself in situations where I need to force ideas, to try to say something meaningful
about a work I do not really like, I suppose it is also a provision so that I don’t end up working with, or on
the practice of, people I don’t feel comfortable with. I spent ten years of my life researching a French
philosopher and when I finally met him it was so disappointing that it left me with no room for
serendipity.  When I was invited to write about Sylvie Fanchon my first impulse was to say no, apart
from the aforementioned reservations, I prefer not to write about painting. It’s not that I don’t like it, but
I feel somehow surpassed and overtaken by it. However, there was something about Fanchon’s work
that made me curious. This, and the collapse of certainties that the pandemic left behind, prompted me
to suspend my rules. A few months earlier, an invitation to present at a conference in Johannesburg,
which I couldn’t refuse, led me to investigate the work of Frida Kahlo. Focusing on a series of self-
portraits, I discovered a marvelous pictorial world that opened up questions, which left me intrigued
and wanting more. So,  I said yes to the task. Fortunately, the desire to look at other things, to think
about other ideas, to learn more about painting, to write about women who paint, was stronger. From
these detours and accompanied by the smiles of those who heard her name, I began to delve into
Sylvie Fanchon’s work.

Sylvie Fanchon, Sans titre (Glory), 2020, 2020, acrylic on canvas, 40 x 60 cm. Courtesy the artist and
Galerie Maubert.

Sylvie Fanchon, exhibition view "SYLVIEFANCHON.COM", Galerie Maubert, 2021. Courtesy the artist and
Galerie Maubert.

Sylvie Fanchon thought that if her career stumbled, it was not because she was a woman but because
she was not good enough, or maybe because at the end of the twentieth century and the beginning of
the twenty-first, nobody cared about painting anymore. However, when I finally spoke with her, she
said that she now realizes that her career was determined or at least marked by the fact of being a
woman. Could that be the reason why I did not know her? Because she is a painter? Because she is
French? Or because she is a woman? Fanchon is not particularly concerned with positioning herself in a
history of women’s art, nor in a feminist production. However, I do wonder what women’s painting is.
How women place themselves in a tradition, a medium that has been masculine for centuries; where
the plots, gestures, and values have not only been created by men but created by a fully patriarchal
logic and dynamics. Painting, as John Berger said, imposed specific ways of seeing, which kept a
complicity with capitalism—as much as with the objectification of women. After decades, in which this
has been pointed out, are there other ways of seeing and producing today? Other ways of painting?
Can one continue painting after dismantling the metaphysical, sexist and capitalist logics of the
medium?

Sylvie Fanchon, Sans titre (Tableaux Scotch), 2016, 50 x 70 cm.
Courtesy the artist and Galerie Maubert.

Sylvie Fanchon, Sans titre (Tableaux Scotch), 2016, 50 x 70 cm.
Courtesy the artist and Galerie Maubert.

Sylvie Fanchon, Sans titre (Fantôme), 2015, 50 x 60 cm. Collections
FRAC-Artothèque Nouvelle-Aquitaine. © Adagp, Paris. Photo :
Frédérique Avril.

Fanchon assumes the

death of painting with

the grace of being out

of time.

Sylvie Fanchon sits on the history of art and laughs, not without anger, at the pretensions of
sacredness, interiority and contemplation of painting. She also laughs at the aspiration to change the
world with art. She seeks truth with painting, but perhaps, unlike other artists, she does not seek truth
in the painting, nor truth in painting. This last proposition, which Derrida attributes to Cézanne, reminds
us of the knot we are in: 

That which pertains [a trait à] to the thing itself. By reason of the power ascribed to
painting (the power of direct reproduction or restitution, adequation or transparency,
etc.), “the truth in painting,” in the French language which is not a painting, could mean
and be understood as: truth itself restored, in person, without mediation, makeup, mask,
or veil. In other words, the true truth or the truth of the truth, restituted in its power of
restitution, truth looking sufficiently like itself to escape any misprision, any illusion; and
even any representation–but sufficiently divided already to resemble, produce, or
engender itself twice over, in accordance with the two genitives: truth of truth and truth
of truth.7

Truth in painting, in this double genitive, was undoubtedly the philosophical obsession of the medium.
Painting comes to Fanchon when it is already mortally wounded. Although this does not mean its end, it
does entail the decline of metaphysical aspirations in it. Thus, Fanchon’s questioning does not seem to
be an ontological inquiry but a material one. She suggests remaining cautious before the power of
fascination and enchantment of painting, and to do this, she establishes three limits from which to
work: surface, color and form. With these three elements, which are modified throughout more than
four decades of her career, the artist experiments to produce truth in painting. In the painting, in her
painting, in every painting. Her work is to insist, almost obsessively, on these components without ever
returning to a field determined by the artist’s technical, expressive or intuitive genius in the classical
sense of painting tradition, nor to the cold purism of the medium. Here, there is a pictorial research of
the first order, which is within the history of painting itself, but already outside its teleology. 

Sylvie Fanchon does not make abstract or expressionist painting; she is neither conceptual nor lyrical.
Hers is a production that insists on investigating color and form without ever forgetting the delimitation
that allows the existence of that work. The space—the canvas, wall or glass—is not a window, but
rather a surface. There is something in this search that frees us from the pressures of painting, that
relieves. She does not see herself as a feminist artist, but to me it is refreshing to find a woman’s
painting that does not follow the male mandate, that neither imitates it nor assumes the place
historically designated to female painters. Fanchon assumes the death of painting with the grace of
being out of time. Therefore, rather than aiming on geniality, she plays. She establishes a series of rules
to play and, from there, to unfold the possibilities of truth present in her paintings. Playing is not a banal
nor a complementary activity, it is perhaps the resource that remains once the historical pathos of
painting is broken.8

Sylvie Fanchon, Sans titre, 1994, 130 × 162 cm. Courtesy the artist. Sylvie Fanchon, Sans titre, 1994, 130 × 162 cm. Courtesy the artist. Sylvie Fanchon, Sans titre, 1994, 130 × 162 cm. Courtesy the artist.

Going back to the elements of her work, from the beginning of Fanchon’s career, in the late eighties, we
find that her research is delimited by the surface. She builds from the plane, tracing the area that
determines a working space. The frame, the edge in her work, because it lacks ornament, is not an
exterior but a limit. In choosing not to adorn it she creates a two-dimensional space. It is interesting
how this limit changes in her work. Although in many of her pieces this is determined by the canvas,
there is also an exploration that takes it to the wall, where the surface expands. Likewise, there are the
glass panels where she explores other materialities, but in which she insists on the condition of the
plane as surface. Fanchon’s painting plays with scale and with the functions of the work. In the sense
the canvas has historically had, her pieces can be interior—inside a gallery, museum, house—or exterior
—the street, the public space. In both cases, interestingly, the rules of the work remain constant.
Fanchon does not modify her execution in the face of the pedagogical or spectacular possibilities
offered by muralism or street facade.  

Her work, contained in this delimited space, focuses on the tension between color and form. On the one
hand, in terms of color, she always works with bichrome, creating visual games between two colors.
This is perhaps to mark a certain affinity with minimalism, but refusing to endow with a single color
alone the weight of an individual object. Her experimentation proposes composition games. Even if the
viewer only sees two colors, in reality, there are several colors contained in the work. With the colors,
the artist seeks neither the creation of density, nor of light, nor of dimensions. Nor does she pretend to
affirm the medium as an instance of visual purism, much less to express or provoke feelings; her artistic
practice lies in pointing out the game of what appears in between. In their crossing, their opposition,
their tension.

Sylvie Fanchon, Sans titre (Accrochages), 2011, acrylic on canvas,
twice 130 x 196 cm. Exhibition view "SF à Sète", CRAC Sète, 2012.
Collection FRAC Franche-Comté.

Sylvie Fanchon, exhibition view "SF à Sète", CRAC Sète, 2012. Sylvie Fanchon, exhibition view, Galerie Bernard Jordan, Paris, 2007.
Courtesy the artist.

Sylvie Fanchon, Motifs, 2005, 60 x 82 cm. Courtesy the artist and
Galerie Maubert.

Sylvie Fanchon, Monochrome décoratif bleu et rouge, 2009, 114 x
162 cm. Collections FRAC Corse, © Adagp, Paris.

Sylvie Fanchon, Sans titre (Caractères), 2010, 50 x 65 cm. Courtesy
the artist and Galerie Maubert.
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letters and figures.

There, the third element in her work emerges, the form. Although Fanchon works with representations,
they do not seek a realism that allows affirming the thing’s truth. There is no substitution or mediation;
on the contrary, her forms are appropriations of signs removed from their contexts. Fanchon’s forms are
silhouettes, and there is much that is uncanny in them since, at least in my Latin American tradition,
they are reminiscent of the graphic-political exercises that pointed to missing people.9 The silhouette is
that which appears in the place of the disappeared. That moment taken from children’s games of
drawing the outline of a body lying on the ground, going around its silhouette and then removing it to
keep its double. Sometimes we are left with only the double. The silhouettes in Fanchon’s work are
produced with stencils, a methodology associated with street painting such as graffiti or in artistic-
activist practices where the stencil is used to create repetitions in hurried situations, and where the
technique does not matter and the ideal of the original is not pursued. In Fanchon’s work, the silhouette
figures operate as appropriations and copies of symbols, letters and figures. These silhouettes are
recognizable, but they are distorted and their meaning, therefore, deferred. 

In the 1990s, the forms that emerged from her bichrome were geometric or architectural figures,
squares and rectangles that could be the outline of a house or a plan for the construction of an object
(Untitled, 1994); later they became botanical motifs, the outlines of some sort of plants and grass
(Untitled, 2007), but also decorative ornaments such as frames of different shapes, sizes and colors
(Untitled, 2008), busts that resemble old sculptures or unformed stains (Untitled, Aspects 2012) or
haircuts of long and stylish hair (Untitled, 2017). In Fanchon’s work these depicted ornaments—
decoration and  adornment —detach what has historically been taken in painting as that which is
additive, external to the representation of the object, to put it in the center, to make the whole painting,
and the truth that it can produce about it. In the 2000s, the silhouettes shifted from the outline of
animals (Untitled, Aspects, 2012; Untitled, Tableaux bêtes, 2009) to those of cartoon characters,
(Untitled, Caractères, 2010). This allows another game that intervenes in the pictorial tradition in that it
introduces humor from these figures devoid of any drama or expressiveness. They are not the
characters in vogue or belonging specifically to French culture. They are, rather, elements of a vaguely
common, standard, global culture. I show them to my six-year-old daughter and she can recognize the
outlines of them—a bird, a dog, a coyote—but she doesn’t know the specific references. This is where
Fanchon’s work operates, in being able to sit in the history of painting to play and warn: “I introduce a
dialectic with the help of futile, caricatural figures from the world of images. It is a 'warning', a way of
saying 'let us remain vigilant' in the face of the seductive power of painting.”10

Sylvie Fanchon, Architecture, 1994, 50 x 150 cm. Courtesy the artist and Galerie Maubert.

Sylvie Fanchon, Sans titre, 1995, 50 × 73 cm. Courtesy the artist.

In this same sense, language appears in her work. With it, she does not intend to dictate the truth or her
truth, nor to propagate a slogan, nor postulate, much less to communicate a feeling or idea. Language
is again a symbol that she appropriates in order to disavow it of its power. Without spelling or grammar,
she gets on language’s nerves. As she puts letters together, unfollowing writing conventions, the
referent becomes strange, ambiguous. 

Although Fanchon’s body of work, after more than four decades dedicated to painting, is very
extensive and complex, it seems to me that these are the elements that delimit her universe. As if they
were the components and rules with which she decided to play and establish a game with the viewer. It
is from there that she sits in the history of painting, she is in it, but also beyond it. Her truth no longer has
to do with validating a tradition, but with finding the logic and rigor of her own operation. She does it
seriously but not without grace, she is constantly laughing at us and at herself.

A few months ago, I was at a friend’s house with our respective children. The children were playing
while we were talking. Their game was a sort of dance contest, where each one of them could play their
favorite song. I hadn’t paid much attention to how the game operated, until the screaming made me
realize that part of it had to do with which of them Alexa obeyed. Each child was shouting a song to
Alexa, Amazon’s virtual assistant, to play. The voices were getting louder and louder, and the children’s
tone became aggressive as she didn’t recognize what they were saying. After a few minutes of
watching the show, I stopped to tell them not to yell at her. It annoyed me to see how they were talking
to a woman, even if it was a simulation of one. Why is it that all virtual assistants have a woman’s name
and voice? Does that insist on women’s labor in care work ? Does the cold and aggressive tone with
which we relate to them validate in children the very possibility of violence towards us? I wondered all
this as I helplessly watched how my friend’s son yelled, “Alexa, turn off”.

Sylvie Fanchon, (bonjourjesuisicipourvousaidez), 2018 , acrylic on canvas, 120 x 240 cm. Courtesy the artist
and Galerie Maubert.

Sylvie Fanchon, Cortana (quepuisjefairepourvous), 2018, acrylic on canvas, 50 x 70 cm. Courtesy the artist
and Galerie Maubert.

JEMAPPELLECORTANA/QUEPUISJEFAIREPOURVOUS.11 It is 2014, and Sylvie Fanchon comes across
a new artificial intelligence service automatically downloaded to her phone. Her name is Cortana, and
she introduces herself as Microsoft’s “personal productivity assistant”. She helps users find sites of
interest, social networks and services. She does so, like almost all such forms of artificial intelligence,
using a helpful tone—available in several languages—and by asking questions that, in their logical
simplicity and linguistic awkwardness, become existential queries.

Cortana is originally the name of an ancient Scandinavian sword, which was used to name the artificial
intelligence character in the Halo universe. There, Cortana is built by cloning a woman’s brain, although
she has no physical form—she is just a voice. In the game, Cortana was designed for espionage and
infiltration purposes. She is described as an intelligent and lively “being” with a sense of humor. She is
loyal to humans, perhaps because she herself is a clone. Therefore, to create a personal digital
assistant, Microsoft has used the character of that saga, and intends to propose a more personal
service, which can compete with Siri or Alexa. Its most remarkable function, we are informed, is that
she allows you to remember things. You can tell Cortana to remind you of anything. 

Fanchon uses the phrases that this operating system has thrown at her. With them she has built the
Cortana series since 2017. Words are the central characters of the pictorial spaces in this series. Their
appearance in the game of bichrome is produced with templates, stencils in this case of letters, which
allow its precise production. It is not the artist’s handwriting, it is a common typeface, that can be
replicated uniformly in the different pieces of the series. Cortana’s sentences are appropriated and
reproduced by Fanchon, always appearing in capital letters and without punctuation. Thus, there is no
indication marking the beginning or end of each word. The mechanicity of language in the operating
system works in its pictorial decomposition as a creator of estrangement.
POURVOUSAIDERAVOUSRAPPELER/CEQUIESTIMPORTANT/
JESUISDESOLEEJENAIRIENENTENDU/JESUISDESOLEECONNEXIONIMPOSSIBLE/
ETSINOUSDISCUTIONS/DITESMOICEQUEJEDEVRAISSAVOIRAFINDEPROTEGERVOTREVIEPRIVEE.

Sylvie Fanchon, Cortana (voicidesexemples), 2018, acrylic on canvas,
100 x 160 cm. Courtesy the artist and Galerie Maubert.

Sylvie Fanchon, Cortana (voiciunexemple...), 2018, acrylic on canvas,
100 x 160 cm. Collection Frac Franche-Comté, Besançon.

Sylvie Fanchon, Cortana (Echange), 2018, acrylic on canvas, 100 x
160 cm. Courtesy the artist Galerie Maubert.

The figures chosen by Sylvie Fanchon, whether animal forms or letters, do not pretend to be
representational but serve as a cultural and epistemological index, perhaps a punctum in a moment of
the world. On the surface of her painting appears the absurdity of representation and truth in artificial
intelligence. It would be funny if it were not grim. AI has come to stay, Fanchon’s Cortana paintings will
be a reminder to beware of the enchantments of them.

The language Cortana uses is one of those futile silhouettes drawn from our world of representation, the
appropriate double of our shared culture’s absent referent. In its simplicity, Fanchon shows us, with
delicacy and humor, that there is no natural principle. This allows us a joyful detachment from
metaphysics. The beauty in Fanchon’s work is not in the truth in painting, in relation to the thing or
being, but in the joy of having freed ourselves from it. With it the true truth, the truth of truth, has been
broken. 

Painting, so

masculine, so

metaphysical, so

patriarchal, can

become, as in

Fanchon’s practice,

another thing. A

practice that is free.

When I first met Sylvie Fanchon, she had stopped painting. She told me so without sadness. She was
done, at least at that time, with it. She kindly showed me the drawings she was making. Besides the
dimensions and texture of working on paper, perhaps the most significant difference from her painting
was that of the game of colors produced between the color of the surface itself, white, and the pencil
that colored the paper in different tones and intensities of gray. 

In these drawings, there were phrases that I had not seen before in her work. In the case of the drawing
that most caught my attention, the words, now in English, formed the set THESHOWMUSTGOON.
Above it, emerged the silhouette of a smiling cow.13 It took me a while to recognize it, but eventually I
was able to associate it with the image of a brand of cheese that my daughter likes. Also, still hung on
her studio walls, there was one of her latest paintings. Near the silhouette of a dog, appeared the letters
KEEP/UPSPIRITSYOUR.14 In its tearing and rearrangement I was able to locate a type of language, or
rather a use of language, that has become part of a dominant culture. That which, in its authority and its
cruelty, denotes a regime that pretends to make us responsible for our well-being. Linguistic strategies
of the as if type that seek to anchor in us the responsibility for our destinies. As if it were one’s will that
allows life to continue or to end. I remembered those moments of pandemic when I was instructed in
those unbearable expressions intended to be declarative statements: “The show must go on”. Is this a
show? Whose show? For whom? Why must it go on? What is it that must go on? I also remembered the
fury in my friend Sonia’s eyes when, dying of cancer, someone told her to keep her spirits up, that it
would help her to recover. As if it depended on her spirits whether her cells would multiply or not. After
visiting Sylvie Fanchon’s studio, I called my sister who is an oncologist. I asked her why doctors said
such phrases. She thoughtfully replied, “Sometimes we don't have much to say, but it would certainly
be better to remain silent.”

The language, extracted from writing conventions and found in Fanchon’s drawings, allowed, as in the
Cortana series, a detachment that releases a laugh at the nonsense and obtuseness of the linguistic
operation and the existential imbalances that playing with language caused. The mismatch between
the smiling cow and the authoritarian statement created a gap. Humor appeared in it, but not without a
hint of irritation and sorrow. 

These works insist on the truth of the art work, in dismantling its pretensions and authority. Painting, so
masculine, so metaphysical, so patriarchal, can become, as in Fanchon’s practice, another thing. A
practice that is free. When Fanchon paints, she plays, has fun, enjoys herself. She is also angry, but that
does not take away the pleasure of playing and including us in it.

Sylvie Fanchon, Keep Your Spirits Up, 2023, acrylic on canvas, 40 x 50 cm. Courtesy the artist and Galerie
Maubert.

The morning I visited Sylvie Fanchon’s studio turned into afternoon. We reviewed the works she had
stored there. One by one, we went over her techniques and the reasons that had led her to making
them. She showed me the stencil shapes she keeps in a folder, where letters of various sizes, and
cartoon characters, are piled up. She generously spoke to me in English, although, after a while and
about certain things, she would switch to French. There are things that one can only say in one’s own
language. Time went by in talking not only about art, but also about our daughters—what it means to be
mothers and to be artists. About work and care. We also talked about our mothers and fathers, our
inheritances and legacies, the places where we were born, and how to live in the times we are living.
About what the pandemic did to us, and what we have lost. For Fanchon, these intimate detours are
not part of her work, but for me they are important to know when I write about her. It is only from there
that I can think about the truth. A truth that no longer pretends to be universal, not even true. Perhaps
only possible, thinkable, speakable, shareable.

Now, while thinking and writing about Sylvie Fanchon’s work, I realize that I am smiling too.

Translated from Spanish by Ana Andrade - Please contact us to request the original essay in Spanish
Published in May 2023

Sylvie Fanchon according to Helena Chávez Mac Gregor Reading time 35’

JESUISDESOLEEJENAIPASCOMPRIS. A

reflection on truth in Sylvie

Fanchon’s painting.

Sylvie Fanchon, Sans titre (Tableau Scotch), 2014, 40 x 60 cm, Collection MAC VAL.

Helena Chávez Mac Gregor and Sylvie Fanchon, Paris, November 2022.

1.

2.

3.

4.
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1. Sylvie Fanchon, Untitled (The Strange Woman), 2022, wall mural, 60 x 80 cm and Sylvie
Fanchon, The Strange Woman, 2013, acrylic on canvas, 60 x 80 cm.

2. Sylvie Fanchon, BONJOURSINOUSDISCUTIONS, 2021. Blanc de Meudon (crushed chalk)
on windows, 440 x 221 cm, installation at Bétonsalon (March 2021 to March 2023).

3. Sylvie Fanchon, Sans titre (Caractères), 2009. Acrylic on canvas, 114 x 196 cm.

4. This idea follows Francis Bacon’s approach to game and the artist’s relationship with
painting: “You see, all art has now become completely a game by which man distracts
himself; and you may say it has always been like that, but now it’s entirely a game. And I think
that that is the way things have changed, and what is fascinating now is that it’s going to
become much more difficult for the artist, because he must really deepen the game to be any
good at all.” David Sylvester, La brutalidad de los hechos: entrevistas con Francis Bacon
(Polígrafa, Barcelone, 2009).

5. Sylvie Fanchon, Sylvie Fanchon (Gratitude, Beaux-Arts de Paris éditions, Paris, 2020), p.
53. Our translation from: “J’introduis une dialectique à l’aide de figures futiles, caricaturales,
issues du monde des images. C’est une ‘mise en garde’, une façon de dire ‘restons vigilants’
face à la puissance de séduction de la peinture.”

6. TOHELPYOUREMEMBER / WHATISIMPORTANT / IMSORRYIDIDNTHEARANYTHING /
IMSORRYCONNECTIONFAILED / WHATIFWECHATTED /
TELLMEWHATINEEDTOKNOWTOPROTECTYOURPRIVATELIFE

7.  Sylvie Fanchon, Keep Your Spirits Up, 2023, acrylic on canvas, 40 x 50 cm.

8. Sylvie Fanchon, Cortana (jesuisdésolée), 130 x 197 cm, acrylic on canvas, 2018. Translates
to: IMSORRYIDIDNTUNDERSTAND

9. IMSORRYIDIDNTHEARANYTHING

10. Sylvie Fanchon, SAGESFEMMES, 2017. Mural, acrylic paint, dimensions variable (height =
⅕ of length). Unique work. Reinstalled following the work’s protocol for A mains nues,
exhibition of the collection at MAC VAL, Vitry-sur-Seine, 2022.

11. Jacques Derrida, La verdad en pintura, Buenos Aires, Paídos, 2001, p. 19. In English edition:
Jacques Derrida, The Truth in Painting, Chicago, The University of Chicago Press, 1987, p. 5.

12. One of the most important aesthetic-political strategies in Latin America that demands the
safe return of those who have disappeared in the last 40 years is graphically related to the use
of silhouettes. This action has as its matrix what has been designated as the ‘Siluetazo’:
“Three visual artists: Rodolfo Aguerreberry, Julio Flores and Guillermo Kexel, devised the
action and brought the proposal to the Mothers and Grandmothers of Plaza de Mayo, in
Buenos Aires, as well as to different social and human rights organizations. A few months
before the end of the military regime, on September 21, 1983, within the framework of the III
Resistance March, the organizers improvised an open-air workshop and, using stencils,
began to outline human silhouettes on paper, which they then pasted vertically on the walls of
the surrounding buildings, on top of other existing posters, on trees, etc. Following this
gesture, the public’s appropriation was immediate. Hundreds of demonstrators provided other
materials for making silhouettes, “putting up their bodies” to be outlined, adding them to those
already put up by the organizers.” Florencia Battiti, El Siluetzo at:
https://muac.unam.mx/exposicion/el-siluetazo

13. Sylvie Fanchon, Cortana (jemappellecortana) and Cortana (quepuisjefairepourvous), both
50 x 70 cm, acrylic on canvas, 2018. Translates to:
MYNAMEISCORTANA/WHATCANIDOFORYOU

14. Sylvie Fanchon, title unknown (THESHOWMUSTGOON), 2022, pencil on paper.
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JEMAPPELLECORTANA/QUEPUISJEFAIREPOURVOUS.11 Es el año 2014 y Sylvie Fanchon se encuentra con un nuevo 

servicio de inteligencia artificial que se descargó automáticamente en su teléfono. Su nombre es Cortana, y se presenta 

como el “asistente de productividad personal” de Microsoft. Ella ayuda a los usuarios a encontrar sitios de interés, 

redes sociales, servicios. Lo hace, como casi todas estas formas de inteligencia artificial, usando un lenguaje servicial 

—disponible en varios idiomas— que lanza preguntas que, en su simpleza lógica y torpeza lingüística, se convierten en 

interrogantes existenciales.

Cortana es el nombre de una antigua espada escandinava y fue utilizado para el personaje del universo Halo. Ahí Cortana 

es construida clonando un cerebro de mujer, aunque no tiene forma física, es sólo una voz. En el juego, Cortana fue 

diseñada con propósitos de espionaje e infiltración. Se describe como un “ser” inteligente y vivaz, con sentido del humor. 

Ella es leal a los humanos, quizá porque ella misma es un clon. Por ello, Microsoft, para crear un asistente digital personal, 

se basa en este personaje de dicha saga, y pretende así proponer un servicio más personal que pueda competir con Siri 

o Alexa. Su función más destacable, se nos informa, es que te permite recordar cosas. Puedes decirle a Cortana que te 

recuerde cualquier cosa. 

Fanchon, utiliza las frases que nos arroja este sistema operativo. Con ellas ha construido la serie Cortana desde 2017. Las 

palabras son los personajes centrales de los espacios pictóricos, su aparición en el juego de bicromía está producido con 

planillas, moldes recortados con la forma de una imagen, en este caso letras, que permiten su producción precisa. No es 

la letra de la artista, es una tipografía común que se pueden replicar de manera uniforme en las diferentes piezas de la se-

rie. Fanchon se apropia de las frases de Cortana y las reproduce siempre en mayúsculas y sin puntación. Por ello, no hay 

indicación que marque el inicio o el final de cada palabra. La mecanicidad del lenguaje en el sistema operativo funciona en 

su descomposición pictórica como un creador de extrañamiento. POURVOUSAIDEAVOUSRAPPELER/ 

CEQUIESTIMPORTANT/JESUISDESOLEEJENAIRIENENTENDU/JESUISDESOLEECONNEXIONIMPOSSIBLE/ 

ETSINOUUSDISCITIONS/DITESMOICEQUEJEDEVRAIS.12



I have a recurring dream, in which I talk to a friend in French. He is a French speaker. Outside the oneiric
realm we communicate in Spanish and English. But every time I dream about him, we speak in French.
Inevitably, the dream lasts only a few seconds, as long as I manage to speak before I run out of words.
Many times, I wake up with my mouth stuck. 

I should speak French, but I don’t. I studied it as a child and later as a teenager. In college, I studied
philosophy and, as I finally chose to work on aesthetics and politics, I ended up reading endless
treatises in that language. But I don’t speak it at all. 

The first painting I saw by Sylvie Fanchon was a black and white bichrome. On a black background,
white figures recall the shapes of cartoon representations of animals. A dog, or some four-legged being,
walks with its head up on the bottom right side of the painting and a plump little bird leans on a strip of
white paint made in one brushstroke, on which a series of black letters made in stencil are piled up to
form a set of signs: JESUISDESOLEEJENAIPASCOMPRIS.1

Sylvie Fanchon, Cortana (jesuidésolée), 2018, acrylic on canvas, twice 130 x 197 cm. View of the exhibition "Je
m'appelle Cortana," Frac Franche-Comté, Besançon, 2018-2019, Collection Musée d'Art Moderne de la Ville de
Paris.

I stared at the painting for a long time, putting the letters together and forming the words. I didn’t
manage to form the sentence right away, I had to try several times, using punctuation marks: Je-suis-
désolée, je-n’ai-pas-compris. It didn’t seem like a conundrum, but the work forced me to go slowly,
perhaps at the same speed that my brain processes the language. I clumsily read the painting. Out of
context the phrase didn’t say much, or said so much that I couldn’t place it either. However, the
anchorage with the other characters made it less dense. I wondered if the intention of the use of
language in the painting was political, as in the work of so many other Francophone artists, where
language is a critical or agitational device—Guy Debord, Claire Fontaine, Thierry Geoffroy—; if it was an
exercise concerning the ego—Ben Vautier—, or if it was more of a poetic inclination—René Magritte,
Francis Alÿs. Inevitably, the phrase Soleil Politique from Marcel Broodthaers’ work came to my mind,
perhaps because it was the reference that once hung in a reproduction in my house. I forced myself to
concentrate and cling to find the expression of a brushstroke, to feel the color in the painting. After
several minutes of pretending to contemplate, I laughed. I laughed at myself and how difficult it is for
me to understand painting. I was surprised at how uncomfortable it made me feel not knowing where to
stand, how grumpy my clumsiness made me. I looked at the letters again and read out loud
JESUISDESOLEEJENAIPASCOMPRIS.

My encounter with Sylvie Fanchon’s work began with a detour, discovering her from some of the
spaces that her work inhabits, in and around Paris—the city where she lives. It began in the suburbs, at
La Galerie, centre d’art contemporain de Noisy-le-Sec in the Seine-Saint-Denis department, where the
exhibition “Hedy Lamarr. The Strange Woman” included two small paintings by Fanchon. A bichrome
with a blue background and orange stripes forming the phrase The Strange Woman, title taken from the
eponymous 1946 film starring Hedy Lamarr. And the other piece, with the same inscription, but in a
different font and carved in the white wall in such a way that the color contrast between the
background and the shape was so faint that it almost went unnoticed.2

Sylvie Fanchon, Sans titre (The Strange Woman), 2022, in situ mural, 60 x 80 cm. Production La Galerie,
centre d’art contemporain de Noisy-le-Sec. Courtesy the artist and Galerie Maubert, Paris © Adagp, Paris,
2022.

Exhibition views of "Hedy Lamarr - The Strange Woman", 2022, La Galerie, center d'art contemporain de
Noisy-le-Sec. Photos: © Salim Santa Lucia, 2022.

Sylvie Fanchon, VEUILLEZNINDIQUERAUCUNEINFORMATIONPERSONNELLE, 2023, Blanc de Meudon
on glass, 440 x 221 cm. Sentences written on the windows of Bétonsalon from March 2021 to March 2023,
Bétonsalon, Paris. Photo : Antonin Horquin.

Sylvie Fanchon, JESUISDESOLEEJENAIRIENENTENDU, 2023, Blanc de Meudon on glass, 440 x 221 cm.
Sentences written on the windows of Bétonsalon from March 2021 to March 2023, Bétonsalon, Paris.
Photo : Bétonsalon.

Next, in the 13th arrondissement of Paris, I visited Bétonsalon - Centre d'art et de recherche. On the
external facade there is a permanent installation, or semi-permanent— because the nature of the
material makes it ephemeral. There, on the glass surface, using a layer of watered-down Blanc de
Meudon (a kind of white paint made with crushed chalk with an earthy texture), the letters
JESUISDE/SOLEEJE/NAIRIEN/ENTENDU3 appear as negative unpainted space on four glass panels
with circular strokes that recall the movement made when cleaning windows.4

Later, again in the suburbs, at the MAC VAL, Musée d'art contemporain du Val-de-Marne in the town
of Vitry-sur-Seine, I found a huge mural with a black background and ‘flesh’-colored stripes—a color
that clearly does not exist as there is no flesh color as such, but I would not know how to name it;
maybe something between pink, brown and sand, but which my head instantly defined as ‘flesh’
colored, irritating me with the racist persistency of language. Diagonal stripes of the same width ran
across the wall beginning and ending in a ripped cut, evidencing the methodology, an adhesive tape
stencil.5 On the left side from top to bottom it reads:

S
A
G
E
S
F
E
M
M
E
S

Sages femmes literally means ‘wise women’, but in French it is the way midwives are named. These
words coincide with the artist’s initials. Sylvie Fanchon / Sages Femmes / S.F. Was this way of signing
her work a coincidence? Could it be a way of establishing a link with a secret community of women?

Sylvie Fanchon, SAGESFEMMES, 2017, exhibition view of "A mains nues", exhibition of the collection, MAC
VAL, Vitry-sur-Seine, 2022.

My detour ended in the heart of the city, at the fine arts school, in an office of the École nationale des
beaux-arts de Paris. I had never been in such a beautiful art school—so loaded in history. There, a
painting by Fanchon was waiting for me. A canvas with a sky-blue background—was it more like light
blue? Why is it so hard for me to identify and name colors?—with a small red cartoon figure in the
center.6 It was the silhouette of a dog that I had seen many times as a child. I could not remember
which cartoon it came from. I recognized the image, but could not place it in a specific context. It
aroused a certain tenderness in me, but I had no emotional attachment to it either. Now, while writing
this, I discover on Google, under the search “old dogs in cartoons”, that the character’s name is Droopy
and it is a Metro-Goldwyn-Mayer character.

Sylvie Fanchon, Sans titre (Caractères), 2009, acrylic on canvas, 114 x 196 cm. Collection Beaux-arts de Paris,
MU 12 669.

I usually write about

artists that I know

well or that I have

worked with for a long

time.

In this detour, besides intuiting the themes, rhythms, continuities and insistences in Fanchon’s work, I
came across something I did not expect. Every time someone asked me what I was doing in Paris, and I
replied that I had come to see Sylvie Fanchon’s work, something changed in the look and the gesture of
those who questioned me. A smile that awakened the face. It was something subtle, as if the bodies
were relieved, as if they regained a moment of contentment. The first time I noticed it, I was curious,
but, in the repetition of the gesture, I found relief too. 

I usually write about artists that I know well or that I have worked with for a long time. Besides a caution
against finding myself in situations where I need to force ideas, to try to say something meaningful
about a work I do not really like, I suppose it is also a provision so that I don’t end up working with, or on
the practice of, people I don’t feel comfortable with. I spent ten years of my life researching a French
philosopher and when I finally met him it was so disappointing that it left me with no room for
serendipity.  When I was invited to write about Sylvie Fanchon my first impulse was to say no, apart
from the aforementioned reservations, I prefer not to write about painting. It’s not that I don’t like it, but
I feel somehow surpassed and overtaken by it. However, there was something about Fanchon’s work
that made me curious. This, and the collapse of certainties that the pandemic left behind, prompted me
to suspend my rules. A few months earlier, an invitation to present at a conference in Johannesburg,
which I couldn’t refuse, led me to investigate the work of Frida Kahlo. Focusing on a series of self-
portraits, I discovered a marvelous pictorial world that opened up questions, which left me intrigued
and wanting more. So,  I said yes to the task. Fortunately, the desire to look at other things, to think
about other ideas, to learn more about painting, to write about women who paint, was stronger. From
these detours and accompanied by the smiles of those who heard her name, I began to delve into
Sylvie Fanchon’s work.

Sylvie Fanchon, Sans titre (Glory), 2020, 2020, acrylic on canvas, 40 x 60 cm. Courtesy the artist and
Galerie Maubert.

Sylvie Fanchon, exhibition view "SYLVIEFANCHON.COM", Galerie Maubert, 2021. Courtesy the artist and
Galerie Maubert.

Sylvie Fanchon thought that if her career stumbled, it was not because she was a woman but because
she was not good enough, or maybe because at the end of the twentieth century and the beginning of
the twenty-first, nobody cared about painting anymore. However, when I finally spoke with her, she
said that she now realizes that her career was determined or at least marked by the fact of being a
woman. Could that be the reason why I did not know her? Because she is a painter? Because she is
French? Or because she is a woman? Fanchon is not particularly concerned with positioning herself in a
history of women’s art, nor in a feminist production. However, I do wonder what women’s painting is.
How women place themselves in a tradition, a medium that has been masculine for centuries; where
the plots, gestures, and values have not only been created by men but created by a fully patriarchal
logic and dynamics. Painting, as John Berger said, imposed specific ways of seeing, which kept a
complicity with capitalism—as much as with the objectification of women. After decades, in which this
has been pointed out, are there other ways of seeing and producing today? Other ways of painting?
Can one continue painting after dismantling the metaphysical, sexist and capitalist logics of the
medium?

Sylvie Fanchon, Sans titre (Tableaux Scotch), 2016, 50 x 70 cm.
Courtesy the artist and Galerie Maubert.

Sylvie Fanchon, Sans titre (Tableaux Scotch), 2016, 50 x 70 cm.
Courtesy the artist and Galerie Maubert.

Sylvie Fanchon, Sans titre (Fantôme), 2015, 50 x 60 cm. Collections
FRAC-Artothèque Nouvelle-Aquitaine. © Adagp, Paris. Photo :
Frédérique Avril.

Fanchon assumes the

death of painting with

the grace of being out

of time.

Sylvie Fanchon sits on the history of art and laughs, not without anger, at the pretensions of
sacredness, interiority and contemplation of painting. She also laughs at the aspiration to change the
world with art. She seeks truth with painting, but perhaps, unlike other artists, she does not seek truth
in the painting, nor truth in painting. This last proposition, which Derrida attributes to Cézanne, reminds
us of the knot we are in: 

That which pertains [a trait à] to the thing itself. By reason of the power ascribed to
painting (the power of direct reproduction or restitution, adequation or transparency,
etc.), “the truth in painting,” in the French language which is not a painting, could mean
and be understood as: truth itself restored, in person, without mediation, makeup, mask,
or veil. In other words, the true truth or the truth of the truth, restituted in its power of
restitution, truth looking sufficiently like itself to escape any misprision, any illusion; and
even any representation–but sufficiently divided already to resemble, produce, or
engender itself twice over, in accordance with the two genitives: truth of truth and truth
of truth.7

Truth in painting, in this double genitive, was undoubtedly the philosophical obsession of the medium.
Painting comes to Fanchon when it is already mortally wounded. Although this does not mean its end, it
does entail the decline of metaphysical aspirations in it. Thus, Fanchon’s questioning does not seem to
be an ontological inquiry but a material one. She suggests remaining cautious before the power of
fascination and enchantment of painting, and to do this, she establishes three limits from which to
work: surface, color and form. With these three elements, which are modified throughout more than
four decades of her career, the artist experiments to produce truth in painting. In the painting, in her
painting, in every painting. Her work is to insist, almost obsessively, on these components without ever
returning to a field determined by the artist’s technical, expressive or intuitive genius in the classical
sense of painting tradition, nor to the cold purism of the medium. Here, there is a pictorial research of
the first order, which is within the history of painting itself, but already outside its teleology. 

Sylvie Fanchon does not make abstract or expressionist painting; she is neither conceptual nor lyrical.
Hers is a production that insists on investigating color and form without ever forgetting the delimitation
that allows the existence of that work. The space—the canvas, wall or glass—is not a window, but
rather a surface. There is something in this search that frees us from the pressures of painting, that
relieves. She does not see herself as a feminist artist, but to me it is refreshing to find a woman’s
painting that does not follow the male mandate, that neither imitates it nor assumes the place
historically designated to female painters. Fanchon assumes the death of painting with the grace of
being out of time. Therefore, rather than aiming on geniality, she plays. She establishes a series of rules
to play and, from there, to unfold the possibilities of truth present in her paintings. Playing is not a banal
nor a complementary activity, it is perhaps the resource that remains once the historical pathos of
painting is broken.8

Sylvie Fanchon, Sans titre, 1994, 130 × 162 cm. Courtesy the artist. Sylvie Fanchon, Sans titre, 1994, 130 × 162 cm. Courtesy the artist. Sylvie Fanchon, Sans titre, 1994, 130 × 162 cm. Courtesy the artist.

Going back to the elements of her work, from the beginning of Fanchon’s career, in the late eighties, we
find that her research is delimited by the surface. She builds from the plane, tracing the area that
determines a working space. The frame, the edge in her work, because it lacks ornament, is not an
exterior but a limit. In choosing not to adorn it she creates a two-dimensional space. It is interesting
how this limit changes in her work. Although in many of her pieces this is determined by the canvas,
there is also an exploration that takes it to the wall, where the surface expands. Likewise, there are the
glass panels where she explores other materialities, but in which she insists on the condition of the
plane as surface. Fanchon’s painting plays with scale and with the functions of the work. In the sense
the canvas has historically had, her pieces can be interior—inside a gallery, museum, house—or exterior
—the street, the public space. In both cases, interestingly, the rules of the work remain constant.
Fanchon does not modify her execution in the face of the pedagogical or spectacular possibilities
offered by muralism or street facade.  

Her work, contained in this delimited space, focuses on the tension between color and form. On the one
hand, in terms of color, she always works with bichrome, creating visual games between two colors.
This is perhaps to mark a certain affinity with minimalism, but refusing to endow with a single color
alone the weight of an individual object. Her experimentation proposes composition games. Even if the
viewer only sees two colors, in reality, there are several colors contained in the work. With the colors,
the artist seeks neither the creation of density, nor of light, nor of dimensions. Nor does she pretend to
affirm the medium as an instance of visual purism, much less to express or provoke feelings; her artistic
practice lies in pointing out the game of what appears in between. In their crossing, their opposition,
their tension.

Sylvie Fanchon, Sans titre (Accrochages), 2011, acrylic on canvas,
twice 130 x 196 cm. Exhibition view "SF à Sète", CRAC Sète, 2012.
Collection FRAC Franche-Comté.

Sylvie Fanchon, exhibition view "SF à Sète", CRAC Sète, 2012. Sylvie Fanchon, exhibition view, Galerie Bernard Jordan, Paris, 2007.
Courtesy the artist.

Sylvie Fanchon, Motifs, 2005, 60 x 82 cm. Courtesy the artist and
Galerie Maubert.

Sylvie Fanchon, Monochrome décoratif bleu et rouge, 2009, 114 x
162 cm. Collections FRAC Corse, © Adagp, Paris.

Sylvie Fanchon, Sans titre (Caractères), 2010, 50 x 65 cm. Courtesy
the artist and Galerie Maubert.

In Fanchon’s work, the

silhouette figures

operate as

appropriations and

copies of symbols,

letters and figures.

There, the third element in her work emerges, the form. Although Fanchon works with representations,
they do not seek a realism that allows affirming the thing’s truth. There is no substitution or mediation;
on the contrary, her forms are appropriations of signs removed from their contexts. Fanchon’s forms are
silhouettes, and there is much that is uncanny in them since, at least in my Latin American tradition,
they are reminiscent of the graphic-political exercises that pointed to missing people.9 The silhouette is
that which appears in the place of the disappeared. That moment taken from children’s games of
drawing the outline of a body lying on the ground, going around its silhouette and then removing it to
keep its double. Sometimes we are left with only the double. The silhouettes in Fanchon’s work are
produced with stencils, a methodology associated with street painting such as graffiti or in artistic-
activist practices where the stencil is used to create repetitions in hurried situations, and where the
technique does not matter and the ideal of the original is not pursued. In Fanchon’s work, the silhouette
figures operate as appropriations and copies of symbols, letters and figures. These silhouettes are
recognizable, but they are distorted and their meaning, therefore, deferred. 

In the 1990s, the forms that emerged from her bichrome were geometric or architectural figures,
squares and rectangles that could be the outline of a house or a plan for the construction of an object
(Untitled, 1994); later they became botanical motifs, the outlines of some sort of plants and grass
(Untitled, 2007), but also decorative ornaments such as frames of different shapes, sizes and colors
(Untitled, 2008), busts that resemble old sculptures or unformed stains (Untitled, Aspects 2012) or
haircuts of long and stylish hair (Untitled, 2017). In Fanchon’s work these depicted ornaments—
decoration and  adornment —detach what has historically been taken in painting as that which is
additive, external to the representation of the object, to put it in the center, to make the whole painting,
and the truth that it can produce about it. In the 2000s, the silhouettes shifted from the outline of
animals (Untitled, Aspects, 2012; Untitled, Tableaux bêtes, 2009) to those of cartoon characters,
(Untitled, Caractères, 2010). This allows another game that intervenes in the pictorial tradition in that it
introduces humor from these figures devoid of any drama or expressiveness. They are not the
characters in vogue or belonging specifically to French culture. They are, rather, elements of a vaguely
common, standard, global culture. I show them to my six-year-old daughter and she can recognize the
outlines of them—a bird, a dog, a coyote—but she doesn’t know the specific references. This is where
Fanchon’s work operates, in being able to sit in the history of painting to play and warn: “I introduce a
dialectic with the help of futile, caricatural figures from the world of images. It is a 'warning', a way of
saying 'let us remain vigilant' in the face of the seductive power of painting.”10

Sylvie Fanchon, Architecture, 1994, 50 x 150 cm. Courtesy the artist and Galerie Maubert.

Sylvie Fanchon, Sans titre, 1995, 50 × 73 cm. Courtesy the artist.

In this same sense, language appears in her work. With it, she does not intend to dictate the truth or her
truth, nor to propagate a slogan, nor postulate, much less to communicate a feeling or idea. Language
is again a symbol that she appropriates in order to disavow it of its power. Without spelling or grammar,
she gets on language’s nerves. As she puts letters together, unfollowing writing conventions, the
referent becomes strange, ambiguous. 

Although Fanchon’s body of work, after more than four decades dedicated to painting, is very
extensive and complex, it seems to me that these are the elements that delimit her universe. As if they
were the components and rules with which she decided to play and establish a game with the viewer. It
is from there that she sits in the history of painting, she is in it, but also beyond it. Her truth no longer has
to do with validating a tradition, but with finding the logic and rigor of her own operation. She does it
seriously but not without grace, she is constantly laughing at us and at herself.

A few months ago, I was at a friend’s house with our respective children. The children were playing
while we were talking. Their game was a sort of dance contest, where each one of them could play their
favorite song. I hadn’t paid much attention to how the game operated, until the screaming made me
realize that part of it had to do with which of them Alexa obeyed. Each child was shouting a song to
Alexa, Amazon’s virtual assistant, to play. The voices were getting louder and louder, and the children’s
tone became aggressive as she didn’t recognize what they were saying. After a few minutes of
watching the show, I stopped to tell them not to yell at her. It annoyed me to see how they were talking
to a woman, even if it was a simulation of one. Why is it that all virtual assistants have a woman’s name
and voice? Does that insist on women’s labor in care work ? Does the cold and aggressive tone with
which we relate to them validate in children the very possibility of violence towards us? I wondered all
this as I helplessly watched how my friend’s son yelled, “Alexa, turn off”.

Sylvie Fanchon, (bonjourjesuisicipourvousaidez), 2018 , acrylic on canvas, 120 x 240 cm. Courtesy the artist
and Galerie Maubert.

Sylvie Fanchon, Cortana (quepuisjefairepourvous), 2018, acrylic on canvas, 50 x 70 cm. Courtesy the artist
and Galerie Maubert.

JEMAPPELLECORTANA/QUEPUISJEFAIREPOURVOUS.11 It is 2014, and Sylvie Fanchon comes across
a new artificial intelligence service automatically downloaded to her phone. Her name is Cortana, and
she introduces herself as Microsoft’s “personal productivity assistant”. She helps users find sites of
interest, social networks and services. She does so, like almost all such forms of artificial intelligence,
using a helpful tone—available in several languages—and by asking questions that, in their logical
simplicity and linguistic awkwardness, become existential queries.

Cortana is originally the name of an ancient Scandinavian sword, which was used to name the artificial
intelligence character in the Halo universe. There, Cortana is built by cloning a woman’s brain, although
she has no physical form—she is just a voice. In the game, Cortana was designed for espionage and
infiltration purposes. She is described as an intelligent and lively “being” with a sense of humor. She is
loyal to humans, perhaps because she herself is a clone. Therefore, to create a personal digital
assistant, Microsoft has used the character of that saga, and intends to propose a more personal
service, which can compete with Siri or Alexa. Its most remarkable function, we are informed, is that
she allows you to remember things. You can tell Cortana to remind you of anything. 

Fanchon uses the phrases that this operating system has thrown at her. With them she has built the
Cortana series since 2017. Words are the central characters of the pictorial spaces in this series. Their
appearance in the game of bichrome is produced with templates, stencils in this case of letters, which
allow its precise production. It is not the artist’s handwriting, it is a common typeface, that can be
replicated uniformly in the different pieces of the series. Cortana’s sentences are appropriated and
reproduced by Fanchon, always appearing in capital letters and without punctuation. Thus, there is no
indication marking the beginning or end of each word. The mechanicity of language in the operating
system works in its pictorial decomposition as a creator of estrangement.
POURVOUSAIDERAVOUSRAPPELER/CEQUIESTIMPORTANT/
JESUISDESOLEEJENAIRIENENTENDU/JESUISDESOLEECONNEXIONIMPOSSIBLE/
ETSINOUSDISCUTIONS/DITESMOICEQUEJEDEVRAISSAVOIRAFINDEPROTEGERVOTREVIEPRIVEE.

Sylvie Fanchon, Cortana (voicidesexemples), 2018, acrylic on canvas,
100 x 160 cm. Courtesy the artist and Galerie Maubert.

Sylvie Fanchon, Cortana (voiciunexemple...), 2018, acrylic on canvas,
100 x 160 cm. Collection Frac Franche-Comté, Besançon.

Sylvie Fanchon, Cortana (Echange), 2018, acrylic on canvas, 100 x
160 cm. Courtesy the artist Galerie Maubert.

The figures chosen by Sylvie Fanchon, whether animal forms or letters, do not pretend to be
representational but serve as a cultural and epistemological index, perhaps a punctum in a moment of
the world. On the surface of her painting appears the absurdity of representation and truth in artificial
intelligence. It would be funny if it were not grim. AI has come to stay, Fanchon’s Cortana paintings will
be a reminder to beware of the enchantments of them.

The language Cortana uses is one of those futile silhouettes drawn from our world of representation, the
appropriate double of our shared culture’s absent referent. In its simplicity, Fanchon shows us, with
delicacy and humor, that there is no natural principle. This allows us a joyful detachment from
metaphysics. The beauty in Fanchon’s work is not in the truth in painting, in relation to the thing or
being, but in the joy of having freed ourselves from it. With it the true truth, the truth of truth, has been
broken. 

Painting, so

masculine, so

metaphysical, so

patriarchal, can

become, as in

Fanchon’s practice,

another thing. A

practice that is free.

When I first met Sylvie Fanchon, she had stopped painting. She told me so without sadness. She was
done, at least at that time, with it. She kindly showed me the drawings she was making. Besides the
dimensions and texture of working on paper, perhaps the most significant difference from her painting
was that of the game of colors produced between the color of the surface itself, white, and the pencil
that colored the paper in different tones and intensities of gray. 

In these drawings, there were phrases that I had not seen before in her work. In the case of the drawing
that most caught my attention, the words, now in English, formed the set THESHOWMUSTGOON.
Above it, emerged the silhouette of a smiling cow.13 It took me a while to recognize it, but eventually I
was able to associate it with the image of a brand of cheese that my daughter likes. Also, still hung on
her studio walls, there was one of her latest paintings. Near the silhouette of a dog, appeared the letters
KEEP/UPSPIRITSYOUR.14 In its tearing and rearrangement I was able to locate a type of language, or
rather a use of language, that has become part of a dominant culture. That which, in its authority and its
cruelty, denotes a regime that pretends to make us responsible for our well-being. Linguistic strategies
of the as if type that seek to anchor in us the responsibility for our destinies. As if it were one’s will that
allows life to continue or to end. I remembered those moments of pandemic when I was instructed in
those unbearable expressions intended to be declarative statements: “The show must go on”. Is this a
show? Whose show? For whom? Why must it go on? What is it that must go on? I also remembered the
fury in my friend Sonia’s eyes when, dying of cancer, someone told her to keep her spirits up, that it
would help her to recover. As if it depended on her spirits whether her cells would multiply or not. After
visiting Sylvie Fanchon’s studio, I called my sister who is an oncologist. I asked her why doctors said
such phrases. She thoughtfully replied, “Sometimes we don't have much to say, but it would certainly
be better to remain silent.”

The language, extracted from writing conventions and found in Fanchon’s drawings, allowed, as in the
Cortana series, a detachment that releases a laugh at the nonsense and obtuseness of the linguistic
operation and the existential imbalances that playing with language caused. The mismatch between
the smiling cow and the authoritarian statement created a gap. Humor appeared in it, but not without a
hint of irritation and sorrow. 

These works insist on the truth of the art work, in dismantling its pretensions and authority. Painting, so
masculine, so metaphysical, so patriarchal, can become, as in Fanchon’s practice, another thing. A
practice that is free. When Fanchon paints, she plays, has fun, enjoys herself. She is also angry, but that
does not take away the pleasure of playing and including us in it.

Sylvie Fanchon, Keep Your Spirits Up, 2023, acrylic on canvas, 40 x 50 cm. Courtesy the artist and Galerie
Maubert.

The morning I visited Sylvie Fanchon’s studio turned into afternoon. We reviewed the works she had
stored there. One by one, we went over her techniques and the reasons that had led her to making
them. She showed me the stencil shapes she keeps in a folder, where letters of various sizes, and
cartoon characters, are piled up. She generously spoke to me in English, although, after a while and
about certain things, she would switch to French. There are things that one can only say in one’s own
language. Time went by in talking not only about art, but also about our daughters—what it means to be
mothers and to be artists. About work and care. We also talked about our mothers and fathers, our
inheritances and legacies, the places where we were born, and how to live in the times we are living.
About what the pandemic did to us, and what we have lost. For Fanchon, these intimate detours are
not part of her work, but for me they are important to know when I write about her. It is only from there
that I can think about the truth. A truth that no longer pretends to be universal, not even true. Perhaps
only possible, thinkable, speakable, shareable.

Now, while thinking and writing about Sylvie Fanchon’s work, I realize that I am smiling too.

Translated from Spanish by Ana Andrade - Please contact us to request the original essay in Spanish
Published in May 2023
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Sylvie Fanchon, Sans titre (Tableau Scotch), 2014, 40 x 60 cm, Collection MAC VAL.

Helena Chávez Mac Gregor and Sylvie Fanchon, Paris, November 2022.
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2.
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1. Sylvie Fanchon, Untitled (The Strange Woman), 2022, wall mural, 60 x 80 cm and Sylvie
Fanchon, The Strange Woman, 2013, acrylic on canvas, 60 x 80 cm.

2. Sylvie Fanchon, BONJOURSINOUSDISCUTIONS, 2021. Blanc de Meudon (crushed chalk)
on windows, 440 x 221 cm, installation at Bétonsalon (March 2021 to March 2023).

3. Sylvie Fanchon, Sans titre (Caractères), 2009. Acrylic on canvas, 114 x 196 cm.

4. This idea follows Francis Bacon’s approach to game and the artist’s relationship with
painting: “You see, all art has now become completely a game by which man distracts
himself; and you may say it has always been like that, but now it’s entirely a game. And I think
that that is the way things have changed, and what is fascinating now is that it’s going to
become much more difficult for the artist, because he must really deepen the game to be any
good at all.” David Sylvester, La brutalidad de los hechos: entrevistas con Francis Bacon
(Polígrafa, Barcelone, 2009).

5. Sylvie Fanchon, Sylvie Fanchon (Gratitude, Beaux-Arts de Paris éditions, Paris, 2020), p.
53. Our translation from: “J’introduis une dialectique à l’aide de figures futiles, caricaturales,
issues du monde des images. C’est une ‘mise en garde’, une façon de dire ‘restons vigilants’
face à la puissance de séduction de la peinture.”

6. TOHELPYOUREMEMBER / WHATISIMPORTANT / IMSORRYIDIDNTHEARANYTHING /
IMSORRYCONNECTIONFAILED / WHATIFWECHATTED /
TELLMEWHATINEEDTOKNOWTOPROTECTYOURPRIVATELIFE

7.  Sylvie Fanchon, Keep Your Spirits Up, 2023, acrylic on canvas, 40 x 50 cm.

8. Sylvie Fanchon, Cortana (jesuisdésolée), 130 x 197 cm, acrylic on canvas, 2018. Translates
to: IMSORRYIDIDNTUNDERSTAND

9. IMSORRYIDIDNTHEARANYTHING

10. Sylvie Fanchon, SAGESFEMMES, 2017. Mural, acrylic paint, dimensions variable (height =
⅕ of length). Unique work. Reinstalled following the work’s protocol for A mains nues,
exhibition of the collection at MAC VAL, Vitry-sur-Seine, 2022.

11. Jacques Derrida, La verdad en pintura, Buenos Aires, Paídos, 2001, p. 19. In English edition:
Jacques Derrida, The Truth in Painting, Chicago, The University of Chicago Press, 1987, p. 5.

12. One of the most important aesthetic-political strategies in Latin America that demands the
safe return of those who have disappeared in the last 40 years is graphically related to the use
of silhouettes. This action has as its matrix what has been designated as the ‘Siluetazo’:
“Three visual artists: Rodolfo Aguerreberry, Julio Flores and Guillermo Kexel, devised the
action and brought the proposal to the Mothers and Grandmothers of Plaza de Mayo, in
Buenos Aires, as well as to different social and human rights organizations. A few months
before the end of the military regime, on September 21, 1983, within the framework of the III
Resistance March, the organizers improvised an open-air workshop and, using stencils,
began to outline human silhouettes on paper, which they then pasted vertically on the walls of
the surrounding buildings, on top of other existing posters, on trees, etc. Following this
gesture, the public’s appropriation was immediate. Hundreds of demonstrators provided other
materials for making silhouettes, “putting up their bodies” to be outlined, adding them to those
already put up by the organizers.” Florencia Battiti, El Siluetzo at:
https://muac.unam.mx/exposicion/el-siluetazo

13. Sylvie Fanchon, Cortana (jemappellecortana) and Cortana (quepuisjefairepourvous), both
50 x 70 cm, acrylic on canvas, 2018. Translates to:
MYNAMEISCORTANA/WHATCANIDOFORYOU

14. Sylvie Fanchon, title unknown (THESHOWMUSTGOON), 2022, pencil on paper.
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Las figuras que Fanchon elige, ya sean formas animales o letras, no pretenden ser representacionales sino un índice 

cultural y epistemológico, quizá un agujero en un momento del mundo. En el plano, en la superficie, de su pintura aparece 

lo absurdo de las operaciones de representación y de verdad en la maquinación de la inteligencia artificial. Sería gracioso 

sino fuera siniestro. La IA llegó para quedarse, los cuadros de Cortana de Fanchon serán un recordatorio para desconfiar 

de sus encantos.

El lenguaje que utiliza Cortana no es más que una de esas siluetas fútiles extraídas de nuestro mundo de representación, 

el doble apropiado del referente ausente de nuestra cultura compartida. En su simpleza, Fanchon nos muestra, con delica-

deza y humor, que no hay principio natural. Ello, nos permite un alejamiento gozoso de la metafísica. La belleza en la obra 

de Fanchon no está en la verdad en pintura, en relación con la cosa o el ser, sino en la alegría de habernos liberado de ella. 

Con ello se ha roto la verdad verdadera, la verdad de la verdad. 

Cuando conocí a Sylvie Fanchon había dejado de pintar. Me lo comentó sin tristeza. Había terminado, al menos por el 

momento, con ella. Me mostró amablemente los dibujos que estaba haciendo. Además de las dimensiones y la textura de 

trabajar en papel, quizá la diferencia más significativa con su pintura era que el juego entre colores se daba entre el propio 

color de la superficie blanca y el lápiz que coloreaba el papel en diferentes tonos e intensidades de gris. 

En estos dibujos aparecían signos que no había visto previamente en su obra. Las palabras, ahora en inglés, formaban, 

como en el caso del dibujo que más llamó mi atención, el conjunto THESHOWMUSTGOON. En ese mismo papel, en la 

parte superior, emergía la silueta de una vaca sonriente.13 Me tardé en reconocerla, pero eventualmente la pude asociar 

con la imagen una marca de quesos que le gusta a mi hija. También, todavía colgando en los muros de su estudio, había 

una de sus últimas pinturas. Cerca de la silueta de un perro, aparecían los signos KEEP/UPSPIRITSYOUR.14 En su despe-

dazamiento y reacomodo pude situar un tipo de lenguaje, o más correctamente un uso de lenguaje, que se ha vuelvo parte 

de una cultura dominante. Esa que, en su autoridad y crueldad, denota un régimen que pretende hacernos responsables 

de nuestro bienestar. Estrategias lingüísticas del como si que buscan anclar en una o uno la responsabilidad de nuestros 

destinos. Como si fuera la voluntad de uno lo que permite continuar la vida. Recordaba esos momentos de pandemia 

en que se me instruía en esas expresiones insoportables que se pretendían declarativas: “The show must go on”.15 ¿Es 

esto un show? ¿De quién? ¿Para quién? ¿Por qué tiene que seguir? ¿Qué tiene que seguir? Recordé la furia en los ojos 

de mi amiga Sonia cuando, muriendo de cáncer, alguien le decía que mantuviera los ánimos arriba, que eso le ayudaría 

a recuperarse. Como si de su ánimo dependiera el que sus células se multiplicaran o no. Después de visitar el estudio de 

Sylvie llamé a mi hermana que es oncóloga. Le pregunté por qué los doctores decían esas frases; pensativa me contestó, 

“es que a veces no tenemos mucho que decir, pero ciertamente sería mejor quedarnos callados”. 

El lenguaje de los dibujos de Fanchon, fuera de la jurisdicción de las convenciones de la escritura, permitía, como en la 

serie de Cortana, un alejamiento que liberaba una carcajada ante el sinsentido y lo obtuso de la operación lingüística y 

los desequilibrios existenciales que provocaba el juego con el lenguaje. La inadecuación entre la vaquita sonriente y la 

insistencia del autoritario imperativo generaban una brecha. En ella aparecía la risa, no sin un dejo de rabia y de tristeza. 

Estas obras insisten en la verdad de la obra de arte, en desmontar sus pretensiones y su autoridad. La pintura, tan mas-

culina, tan metafísica, tan patriarcal, puede convertirse, como en la práctica de Fanchon, en otra cosa. Una práctica que 

es libre. Cuando Fanchon hace pintura, juega, se divierte, disfruta. También está enojada, pero eso no le quita el placer de 

jugar y de hacernos parte del juego.

La pintura, tan 
masculina, tan  
metafísica, tan 
patriarcal, puede 
convertirse, como 
en la práctica de 
Fanchon, en otra 
cosa. Una práctica 
que es libre. 



I have a recurring dream, in which I talk to a friend in French. He is a French speaker. Outside the oneiric
realm we communicate in Spanish and English. But every time I dream about him, we speak in French.
Inevitably, the dream lasts only a few seconds, as long as I manage to speak before I run out of words.
Many times, I wake up with my mouth stuck. 

I should speak French, but I don’t. I studied it as a child and later as a teenager. In college, I studied
philosophy and, as I finally chose to work on aesthetics and politics, I ended up reading endless
treatises in that language. But I don’t speak it at all. 

The first painting I saw by Sylvie Fanchon was a black and white bichrome. On a black background,
white figures recall the shapes of cartoon representations of animals. A dog, or some four-legged being,
walks with its head up on the bottom right side of the painting and a plump little bird leans on a strip of
white paint made in one brushstroke, on which a series of black letters made in stencil are piled up to
form a set of signs: JESUISDESOLEEJENAIPASCOMPRIS.1

Sylvie Fanchon, Cortana (jesuidésolée), 2018, acrylic on canvas, twice 130 x 197 cm. View of the exhibition "Je
m'appelle Cortana," Frac Franche-Comté, Besançon, 2018-2019, Collection Musée d'Art Moderne de la Ville de
Paris.

I stared at the painting for a long time, putting the letters together and forming the words. I didn’t
manage to form the sentence right away, I had to try several times, using punctuation marks: Je-suis-
désolée, je-n’ai-pas-compris. It didn’t seem like a conundrum, but the work forced me to go slowly,
perhaps at the same speed that my brain processes the language. I clumsily read the painting. Out of
context the phrase didn’t say much, or said so much that I couldn’t place it either. However, the
anchorage with the other characters made it less dense. I wondered if the intention of the use of
language in the painting was political, as in the work of so many other Francophone artists, where
language is a critical or agitational device—Guy Debord, Claire Fontaine, Thierry Geoffroy—; if it was an
exercise concerning the ego—Ben Vautier—, or if it was more of a poetic inclination—René Magritte,
Francis Alÿs. Inevitably, the phrase Soleil Politique from Marcel Broodthaers’ work came to my mind,
perhaps because it was the reference that once hung in a reproduction in my house. I forced myself to
concentrate and cling to find the expression of a brushstroke, to feel the color in the painting. After
several minutes of pretending to contemplate, I laughed. I laughed at myself and how difficult it is for
me to understand painting. I was surprised at how uncomfortable it made me feel not knowing where to
stand, how grumpy my clumsiness made me. I looked at the letters again and read out loud
JESUISDESOLEEJENAIPASCOMPRIS.

My encounter with Sylvie Fanchon’s work began with a detour, discovering her from some of the
spaces that her work inhabits, in and around Paris—the city where she lives. It began in the suburbs, at
La Galerie, centre d’art contemporain de Noisy-le-Sec in the Seine-Saint-Denis department, where the
exhibition “Hedy Lamarr. The Strange Woman” included two small paintings by Fanchon. A bichrome
with a blue background and orange stripes forming the phrase The Strange Woman, title taken from the
eponymous 1946 film starring Hedy Lamarr. And the other piece, with the same inscription, but in a
different font and carved in the white wall in such a way that the color contrast between the
background and the shape was so faint that it almost went unnoticed.2

Sylvie Fanchon, Sans titre (The Strange Woman), 2022, in situ mural, 60 x 80 cm. Production La Galerie,
centre d’art contemporain de Noisy-le-Sec. Courtesy the artist and Galerie Maubert, Paris © Adagp, Paris,
2022.

Exhibition views of "Hedy Lamarr - The Strange Woman", 2022, La Galerie, center d'art contemporain de
Noisy-le-Sec. Photos: © Salim Santa Lucia, 2022.

Sylvie Fanchon, VEUILLEZNINDIQUERAUCUNEINFORMATIONPERSONNELLE, 2023, Blanc de Meudon
on glass, 440 x 221 cm. Sentences written on the windows of Bétonsalon from March 2021 to March 2023,
Bétonsalon, Paris. Photo : Antonin Horquin.

Sylvie Fanchon, JESUISDESOLEEJENAIRIENENTENDU, 2023, Blanc de Meudon on glass, 440 x 221 cm.
Sentences written on the windows of Bétonsalon from March 2021 to March 2023, Bétonsalon, Paris.
Photo : Bétonsalon.

Next, in the 13th arrondissement of Paris, I visited Bétonsalon - Centre d'art et de recherche. On the
external facade there is a permanent installation, or semi-permanent— because the nature of the
material makes it ephemeral. There, on the glass surface, using a layer of watered-down Blanc de
Meudon (a kind of white paint made with crushed chalk with an earthy texture), the letters
JESUISDE/SOLEEJE/NAIRIEN/ENTENDU3 appear as negative unpainted space on four glass panels
with circular strokes that recall the movement made when cleaning windows.4

Later, again in the suburbs, at the MAC VAL, Musée d'art contemporain du Val-de-Marne in the town
of Vitry-sur-Seine, I found a huge mural with a black background and ‘flesh’-colored stripes—a color
that clearly does not exist as there is no flesh color as such, but I would not know how to name it;
maybe something between pink, brown and sand, but which my head instantly defined as ‘flesh’
colored, irritating me with the racist persistency of language. Diagonal stripes of the same width ran
across the wall beginning and ending in a ripped cut, evidencing the methodology, an adhesive tape
stencil.5 On the left side from top to bottom it reads:

S
A
G
E
S
F
E
M
M
E
S

Sages femmes literally means ‘wise women’, but in French it is the way midwives are named. These
words coincide with the artist’s initials. Sylvie Fanchon / Sages Femmes / S.F. Was this way of signing
her work a coincidence? Could it be a way of establishing a link with a secret community of women?

Sylvie Fanchon, SAGESFEMMES, 2017, exhibition view of "A mains nues", exhibition of the collection, MAC
VAL, Vitry-sur-Seine, 2022.

My detour ended in the heart of the city, at the fine arts school, in an office of the École nationale des
beaux-arts de Paris. I had never been in such a beautiful art school—so loaded in history. There, a
painting by Fanchon was waiting for me. A canvas with a sky-blue background—was it more like light
blue? Why is it so hard for me to identify and name colors?—with a small red cartoon figure in the
center.6 It was the silhouette of a dog that I had seen many times as a child. I could not remember
which cartoon it came from. I recognized the image, but could not place it in a specific context. It
aroused a certain tenderness in me, but I had no emotional attachment to it either. Now, while writing
this, I discover on Google, under the search “old dogs in cartoons”, that the character’s name is Droopy
and it is a Metro-Goldwyn-Mayer character.

Sylvie Fanchon, Sans titre (Caractères), 2009, acrylic on canvas, 114 x 196 cm. Collection Beaux-arts de Paris,
MU 12 669.

I usually write about

artists that I know

well or that I have

worked with for a long

time.

In this detour, besides intuiting the themes, rhythms, continuities and insistences in Fanchon’s work, I
came across something I did not expect. Every time someone asked me what I was doing in Paris, and I
replied that I had come to see Sylvie Fanchon’s work, something changed in the look and the gesture of
those who questioned me. A smile that awakened the face. It was something subtle, as if the bodies
were relieved, as if they regained a moment of contentment. The first time I noticed it, I was curious,
but, in the repetition of the gesture, I found relief too. 

I usually write about artists that I know well or that I have worked with for a long time. Besides a caution
against finding myself in situations where I need to force ideas, to try to say something meaningful
about a work I do not really like, I suppose it is also a provision so that I don’t end up working with, or on
the practice of, people I don’t feel comfortable with. I spent ten years of my life researching a French
philosopher and when I finally met him it was so disappointing that it left me with no room for
serendipity.  When I was invited to write about Sylvie Fanchon my first impulse was to say no, apart
from the aforementioned reservations, I prefer not to write about painting. It’s not that I don’t like it, but
I feel somehow surpassed and overtaken by it. However, there was something about Fanchon’s work
that made me curious. This, and the collapse of certainties that the pandemic left behind, prompted me
to suspend my rules. A few months earlier, an invitation to present at a conference in Johannesburg,
which I couldn’t refuse, led me to investigate the work of Frida Kahlo. Focusing on a series of self-
portraits, I discovered a marvelous pictorial world that opened up questions, which left me intrigued
and wanting more. So,  I said yes to the task. Fortunately, the desire to look at other things, to think
about other ideas, to learn more about painting, to write about women who paint, was stronger. From
these detours and accompanied by the smiles of those who heard her name, I began to delve into
Sylvie Fanchon’s work.

Sylvie Fanchon, Sans titre (Glory), 2020, 2020, acrylic on canvas, 40 x 60 cm. Courtesy the artist and
Galerie Maubert.

Sylvie Fanchon, exhibition view "SYLVIEFANCHON.COM", Galerie Maubert, 2021. Courtesy the artist and
Galerie Maubert.

Sylvie Fanchon thought that if her career stumbled, it was not because she was a woman but because
she was not good enough, or maybe because at the end of the twentieth century and the beginning of
the twenty-first, nobody cared about painting anymore. However, when I finally spoke with her, she
said that she now realizes that her career was determined or at least marked by the fact of being a
woman. Could that be the reason why I did not know her? Because she is a painter? Because she is
French? Or because she is a woman? Fanchon is not particularly concerned with positioning herself in a
history of women’s art, nor in a feminist production. However, I do wonder what women’s painting is.
How women place themselves in a tradition, a medium that has been masculine for centuries; where
the plots, gestures, and values have not only been created by men but created by a fully patriarchal
logic and dynamics. Painting, as John Berger said, imposed specific ways of seeing, which kept a
complicity with capitalism—as much as with the objectification of women. After decades, in which this
has been pointed out, are there other ways of seeing and producing today? Other ways of painting?
Can one continue painting after dismantling the metaphysical, sexist and capitalist logics of the
medium?

Sylvie Fanchon, Sans titre (Tableaux Scotch), 2016, 50 x 70 cm.
Courtesy the artist and Galerie Maubert.

Sylvie Fanchon, Sans titre (Tableaux Scotch), 2016, 50 x 70 cm.
Courtesy the artist and Galerie Maubert.

Sylvie Fanchon, Sans titre (Fantôme), 2015, 50 x 60 cm. Collections
FRAC-Artothèque Nouvelle-Aquitaine. © Adagp, Paris. Photo :
Frédérique Avril.

Fanchon assumes the

death of painting with

the grace of being out

of time.

Sylvie Fanchon sits on the history of art and laughs, not without anger, at the pretensions of
sacredness, interiority and contemplation of painting. She also laughs at the aspiration to change the
world with art. She seeks truth with painting, but perhaps, unlike other artists, she does not seek truth
in the painting, nor truth in painting. This last proposition, which Derrida attributes to Cézanne, reminds
us of the knot we are in: 

That which pertains [a trait à] to the thing itself. By reason of the power ascribed to
painting (the power of direct reproduction or restitution, adequation or transparency,
etc.), “the truth in painting,” in the French language which is not a painting, could mean
and be understood as: truth itself restored, in person, without mediation, makeup, mask,
or veil. In other words, the true truth or the truth of the truth, restituted in its power of
restitution, truth looking sufficiently like itself to escape any misprision, any illusion; and
even any representation–but sufficiently divided already to resemble, produce, or
engender itself twice over, in accordance with the two genitives: truth of truth and truth
of truth.7

Truth in painting, in this double genitive, was undoubtedly the philosophical obsession of the medium.
Painting comes to Fanchon when it is already mortally wounded. Although this does not mean its end, it
does entail the decline of metaphysical aspirations in it. Thus, Fanchon’s questioning does not seem to
be an ontological inquiry but a material one. She suggests remaining cautious before the power of
fascination and enchantment of painting, and to do this, she establishes three limits from which to
work: surface, color and form. With these three elements, which are modified throughout more than
four decades of her career, the artist experiments to produce truth in painting. In the painting, in her
painting, in every painting. Her work is to insist, almost obsessively, on these components without ever
returning to a field determined by the artist’s technical, expressive or intuitive genius in the classical
sense of painting tradition, nor to the cold purism of the medium. Here, there is a pictorial research of
the first order, which is within the history of painting itself, but already outside its teleology. 

Sylvie Fanchon does not make abstract or expressionist painting; she is neither conceptual nor lyrical.
Hers is a production that insists on investigating color and form without ever forgetting the delimitation
that allows the existence of that work. The space—the canvas, wall or glass—is not a window, but
rather a surface. There is something in this search that frees us from the pressures of painting, that
relieves. She does not see herself as a feminist artist, but to me it is refreshing to find a woman’s
painting that does not follow the male mandate, that neither imitates it nor assumes the place
historically designated to female painters. Fanchon assumes the death of painting with the grace of
being out of time. Therefore, rather than aiming on geniality, she plays. She establishes a series of rules
to play and, from there, to unfold the possibilities of truth present in her paintings. Playing is not a banal
nor a complementary activity, it is perhaps the resource that remains once the historical pathos of
painting is broken.8

Sylvie Fanchon, Sans titre, 1994, 130 × 162 cm. Courtesy the artist. Sylvie Fanchon, Sans titre, 1994, 130 × 162 cm. Courtesy the artist. Sylvie Fanchon, Sans titre, 1994, 130 × 162 cm. Courtesy the artist.

Going back to the elements of her work, from the beginning of Fanchon’s career, in the late eighties, we
find that her research is delimited by the surface. She builds from the plane, tracing the area that
determines a working space. The frame, the edge in her work, because it lacks ornament, is not an
exterior but a limit. In choosing not to adorn it she creates a two-dimensional space. It is interesting
how this limit changes in her work. Although in many of her pieces this is determined by the canvas,
there is also an exploration that takes it to the wall, where the surface expands. Likewise, there are the
glass panels where she explores other materialities, but in which she insists on the condition of the
plane as surface. Fanchon’s painting plays with scale and with the functions of the work. In the sense
the canvas has historically had, her pieces can be interior—inside a gallery, museum, house—or exterior
—the street, the public space. In both cases, interestingly, the rules of the work remain constant.
Fanchon does not modify her execution in the face of the pedagogical or spectacular possibilities
offered by muralism or street facade.  

Her work, contained in this delimited space, focuses on the tension between color and form. On the one
hand, in terms of color, she always works with bichrome, creating visual games between two colors.
This is perhaps to mark a certain affinity with minimalism, but refusing to endow with a single color
alone the weight of an individual object. Her experimentation proposes composition games. Even if the
viewer only sees two colors, in reality, there are several colors contained in the work. With the colors,
the artist seeks neither the creation of density, nor of light, nor of dimensions. Nor does she pretend to
affirm the medium as an instance of visual purism, much less to express or provoke feelings; her artistic
practice lies in pointing out the game of what appears in between. In their crossing, their opposition,
their tension.

Sylvie Fanchon, Sans titre (Accrochages), 2011, acrylic on canvas,
twice 130 x 196 cm. Exhibition view "SF à Sète", CRAC Sète, 2012.
Collection FRAC Franche-Comté.

Sylvie Fanchon, exhibition view "SF à Sète", CRAC Sète, 2012. Sylvie Fanchon, exhibition view, Galerie Bernard Jordan, Paris, 2007.
Courtesy the artist.

Sylvie Fanchon, Motifs, 2005, 60 x 82 cm. Courtesy the artist and
Galerie Maubert.

Sylvie Fanchon, Monochrome décoratif bleu et rouge, 2009, 114 x
162 cm. Collections FRAC Corse, © Adagp, Paris.

Sylvie Fanchon, Sans titre (Caractères), 2010, 50 x 65 cm. Courtesy
the artist and Galerie Maubert.

In Fanchon’s work, the

silhouette figures

operate as

appropriations and

copies of symbols,

letters and figures.

There, the third element in her work emerges, the form. Although Fanchon works with representations,
they do not seek a realism that allows affirming the thing’s truth. There is no substitution or mediation;
on the contrary, her forms are appropriations of signs removed from their contexts. Fanchon’s forms are
silhouettes, and there is much that is uncanny in them since, at least in my Latin American tradition,
they are reminiscent of the graphic-political exercises that pointed to missing people.9 The silhouette is
that which appears in the place of the disappeared. That moment taken from children’s games of
drawing the outline of a body lying on the ground, going around its silhouette and then removing it to
keep its double. Sometimes we are left with only the double. The silhouettes in Fanchon’s work are
produced with stencils, a methodology associated with street painting such as graffiti or in artistic-
activist practices where the stencil is used to create repetitions in hurried situations, and where the
technique does not matter and the ideal of the original is not pursued. In Fanchon’s work, the silhouette
figures operate as appropriations and copies of symbols, letters and figures. These silhouettes are
recognizable, but they are distorted and their meaning, therefore, deferred. 

In the 1990s, the forms that emerged from her bichrome were geometric or architectural figures,
squares and rectangles that could be the outline of a house or a plan for the construction of an object
(Untitled, 1994); later they became botanical motifs, the outlines of some sort of plants and grass
(Untitled, 2007), but also decorative ornaments such as frames of different shapes, sizes and colors
(Untitled, 2008), busts that resemble old sculptures or unformed stains (Untitled, Aspects 2012) or
haircuts of long and stylish hair (Untitled, 2017). In Fanchon’s work these depicted ornaments—
decoration and  adornment —detach what has historically been taken in painting as that which is
additive, external to the representation of the object, to put it in the center, to make the whole painting,
and the truth that it can produce about it. In the 2000s, the silhouettes shifted from the outline of
animals (Untitled, Aspects, 2012; Untitled, Tableaux bêtes, 2009) to those of cartoon characters,
(Untitled, Caractères, 2010). This allows another game that intervenes in the pictorial tradition in that it
introduces humor from these figures devoid of any drama or expressiveness. They are not the
characters in vogue or belonging specifically to French culture. They are, rather, elements of a vaguely
common, standard, global culture. I show them to my six-year-old daughter and she can recognize the
outlines of them—a bird, a dog, a coyote—but she doesn’t know the specific references. This is where
Fanchon’s work operates, in being able to sit in the history of painting to play and warn: “I introduce a
dialectic with the help of futile, caricatural figures from the world of images. It is a 'warning', a way of
saying 'let us remain vigilant' in the face of the seductive power of painting.”10

Sylvie Fanchon, Architecture, 1994, 50 x 150 cm. Courtesy the artist and Galerie Maubert.

Sylvie Fanchon, Sans titre, 1995, 50 × 73 cm. Courtesy the artist.

In this same sense, language appears in her work. With it, she does not intend to dictate the truth or her
truth, nor to propagate a slogan, nor postulate, much less to communicate a feeling or idea. Language
is again a symbol that she appropriates in order to disavow it of its power. Without spelling or grammar,
she gets on language’s nerves. As she puts letters together, unfollowing writing conventions, the
referent becomes strange, ambiguous. 

Although Fanchon’s body of work, after more than four decades dedicated to painting, is very
extensive and complex, it seems to me that these are the elements that delimit her universe. As if they
were the components and rules with which she decided to play and establish a game with the viewer. It
is from there that she sits in the history of painting, she is in it, but also beyond it. Her truth no longer has
to do with validating a tradition, but with finding the logic and rigor of her own operation. She does it
seriously but not without grace, she is constantly laughing at us and at herself.

A few months ago, I was at a friend’s house with our respective children. The children were playing
while we were talking. Their game was a sort of dance contest, where each one of them could play their
favorite song. I hadn’t paid much attention to how the game operated, until the screaming made me
realize that part of it had to do with which of them Alexa obeyed. Each child was shouting a song to
Alexa, Amazon’s virtual assistant, to play. The voices were getting louder and louder, and the children’s
tone became aggressive as she didn’t recognize what they were saying. After a few minutes of
watching the show, I stopped to tell them not to yell at her. It annoyed me to see how they were talking
to a woman, even if it was a simulation of one. Why is it that all virtual assistants have a woman’s name
and voice? Does that insist on women’s labor in care work ? Does the cold and aggressive tone with
which we relate to them validate in children the very possibility of violence towards us? I wondered all
this as I helplessly watched how my friend’s son yelled, “Alexa, turn off”.

Sylvie Fanchon, (bonjourjesuisicipourvousaidez), 2018 , acrylic on canvas, 120 x 240 cm. Courtesy the artist
and Galerie Maubert.

Sylvie Fanchon, Cortana (quepuisjefairepourvous), 2018, acrylic on canvas, 50 x 70 cm. Courtesy the artist
and Galerie Maubert.

JEMAPPELLECORTANA/QUEPUISJEFAIREPOURVOUS.11 It is 2014, and Sylvie Fanchon comes across
a new artificial intelligence service automatically downloaded to her phone. Her name is Cortana, and
she introduces herself as Microsoft’s “personal productivity assistant”. She helps users find sites of
interest, social networks and services. She does so, like almost all such forms of artificial intelligence,
using a helpful tone—available in several languages—and by asking questions that, in their logical
simplicity and linguistic awkwardness, become existential queries.

Cortana is originally the name of an ancient Scandinavian sword, which was used to name the artificial
intelligence character in the Halo universe. There, Cortana is built by cloning a woman’s brain, although
she has no physical form—she is just a voice. In the game, Cortana was designed for espionage and
infiltration purposes. She is described as an intelligent and lively “being” with a sense of humor. She is
loyal to humans, perhaps because she herself is a clone. Therefore, to create a personal digital
assistant, Microsoft has used the character of that saga, and intends to propose a more personal
service, which can compete with Siri or Alexa. Its most remarkable function, we are informed, is that
she allows you to remember things. You can tell Cortana to remind you of anything. 

Fanchon uses the phrases that this operating system has thrown at her. With them she has built the
Cortana series since 2017. Words are the central characters of the pictorial spaces in this series. Their
appearance in the game of bichrome is produced with templates, stencils in this case of letters, which
allow its precise production. It is not the artist’s handwriting, it is a common typeface, that can be
replicated uniformly in the different pieces of the series. Cortana’s sentences are appropriated and
reproduced by Fanchon, always appearing in capital letters and without punctuation. Thus, there is no
indication marking the beginning or end of each word. The mechanicity of language in the operating
system works in its pictorial decomposition as a creator of estrangement.
POURVOUSAIDERAVOUSRAPPELER/CEQUIESTIMPORTANT/
JESUISDESOLEEJENAIRIENENTENDU/JESUISDESOLEECONNEXIONIMPOSSIBLE/
ETSINOUSDISCUTIONS/DITESMOICEQUEJEDEVRAISSAVOIRAFINDEPROTEGERVOTREVIEPRIVEE.

Sylvie Fanchon, Cortana (voicidesexemples), 2018, acrylic on canvas,
100 x 160 cm. Courtesy the artist and Galerie Maubert.

Sylvie Fanchon, Cortana (voiciunexemple...), 2018, acrylic on canvas,
100 x 160 cm. Collection Frac Franche-Comté, Besançon.

Sylvie Fanchon, Cortana (Echange), 2018, acrylic on canvas, 100 x
160 cm. Courtesy the artist Galerie Maubert.

The figures chosen by Sylvie Fanchon, whether animal forms or letters, do not pretend to be
representational but serve as a cultural and epistemological index, perhaps a punctum in a moment of
the world. On the surface of her painting appears the absurdity of representation and truth in artificial
intelligence. It would be funny if it were not grim. AI has come to stay, Fanchon’s Cortana paintings will
be a reminder to beware of the enchantments of them.

The language Cortana uses is one of those futile silhouettes drawn from our world of representation, the
appropriate double of our shared culture’s absent referent. In its simplicity, Fanchon shows us, with
delicacy and humor, that there is no natural principle. This allows us a joyful detachment from
metaphysics. The beauty in Fanchon’s work is not in the truth in painting, in relation to the thing or
being, but in the joy of having freed ourselves from it. With it the true truth, the truth of truth, has been
broken. 

Painting, so

masculine, so

metaphysical, so

patriarchal, can

become, as in

Fanchon’s practice,

another thing. A

practice that is free.

When I first met Sylvie Fanchon, she had stopped painting. She told me so without sadness. She was
done, at least at that time, with it. She kindly showed me the drawings she was making. Besides the
dimensions and texture of working on paper, perhaps the most significant difference from her painting
was that of the game of colors produced between the color of the surface itself, white, and the pencil
that colored the paper in different tones and intensities of gray. 

In these drawings, there were phrases that I had not seen before in her work. In the case of the drawing
that most caught my attention, the words, now in English, formed the set THESHOWMUSTGOON.
Above it, emerged the silhouette of a smiling cow.13 It took me a while to recognize it, but eventually I
was able to associate it with the image of a brand of cheese that my daughter likes. Also, still hung on
her studio walls, there was one of her latest paintings. Near the silhouette of a dog, appeared the letters
KEEP/UPSPIRITSYOUR.14 In its tearing and rearrangement I was able to locate a type of language, or
rather a use of language, that has become part of a dominant culture. That which, in its authority and its
cruelty, denotes a regime that pretends to make us responsible for our well-being. Linguistic strategies
of the as if type that seek to anchor in us the responsibility for our destinies. As if it were one’s will that
allows life to continue or to end. I remembered those moments of pandemic when I was instructed in
those unbearable expressions intended to be declarative statements: “The show must go on”. Is this a
show? Whose show? For whom? Why must it go on? What is it that must go on? I also remembered the
fury in my friend Sonia’s eyes when, dying of cancer, someone told her to keep her spirits up, that it
would help her to recover. As if it depended on her spirits whether her cells would multiply or not. After
visiting Sylvie Fanchon’s studio, I called my sister who is an oncologist. I asked her why doctors said
such phrases. She thoughtfully replied, “Sometimes we don't have much to say, but it would certainly
be better to remain silent.”

The language, extracted from writing conventions and found in Fanchon’s drawings, allowed, as in the
Cortana series, a detachment that releases a laugh at the nonsense and obtuseness of the linguistic
operation and the existential imbalances that playing with language caused. The mismatch between
the smiling cow and the authoritarian statement created a gap. Humor appeared in it, but not without a
hint of irritation and sorrow. 

These works insist on the truth of the art work, in dismantling its pretensions and authority. Painting, so
masculine, so metaphysical, so patriarchal, can become, as in Fanchon’s practice, another thing. A
practice that is free. When Fanchon paints, she plays, has fun, enjoys herself. She is also angry, but that
does not take away the pleasure of playing and including us in it.

Sylvie Fanchon, Keep Your Spirits Up, 2023, acrylic on canvas, 40 x 50 cm. Courtesy the artist and Galerie
Maubert.

The morning I visited Sylvie Fanchon’s studio turned into afternoon. We reviewed the works she had
stored there. One by one, we went over her techniques and the reasons that had led her to making
them. She showed me the stencil shapes she keeps in a folder, where letters of various sizes, and
cartoon characters, are piled up. She generously spoke to me in English, although, after a while and
about certain things, she would switch to French. There are things that one can only say in one’s own
language. Time went by in talking not only about art, but also about our daughters—what it means to be
mothers and to be artists. About work and care. We also talked about our mothers and fathers, our
inheritances and legacies, the places where we were born, and how to live in the times we are living.
About what the pandemic did to us, and what we have lost. For Fanchon, these intimate detours are
not part of her work, but for me they are important to know when I write about her. It is only from there
that I can think about the truth. A truth that no longer pretends to be universal, not even true. Perhaps
only possible, thinkable, speakable, shareable.

Now, while thinking and writing about Sylvie Fanchon’s work, I realize that I am smiling too.

Translated from Spanish by Ana Andrade - Please contact us to request the original essay in Spanish
Published in May 2023

Sylvie Fanchon according to Helena Chávez Mac Gregor Reading time 35’
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Sylvie Fanchon, Sans titre (Tableau Scotch), 2014, 40 x 60 cm, Collection MAC VAL.

Helena Chávez Mac Gregor and Sylvie Fanchon, Paris, November 2022.
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1. Sylvie Fanchon, Untitled (The Strange Woman), 2022, wall mural, 60 x 80 cm and Sylvie
Fanchon, The Strange Woman, 2013, acrylic on canvas, 60 x 80 cm.

2. Sylvie Fanchon, BONJOURSINOUSDISCUTIONS, 2021. Blanc de Meudon (crushed chalk)
on windows, 440 x 221 cm, installation at Bétonsalon (March 2021 to March 2023).

3. Sylvie Fanchon, Sans titre (Caractères), 2009. Acrylic on canvas, 114 x 196 cm.

4. This idea follows Francis Bacon’s approach to game and the artist’s relationship with
painting: “You see, all art has now become completely a game by which man distracts
himself; and you may say it has always been like that, but now it’s entirely a game. And I think
that that is the way things have changed, and what is fascinating now is that it’s going to
become much more difficult for the artist, because he must really deepen the game to be any
good at all.” David Sylvester, La brutalidad de los hechos: entrevistas con Francis Bacon
(Polígrafa, Barcelone, 2009).

5. Sylvie Fanchon, Sylvie Fanchon (Gratitude, Beaux-Arts de Paris éditions, Paris, 2020), p.
53. Our translation from: “J’introduis une dialectique à l’aide de figures futiles, caricaturales,
issues du monde des images. C’est une ‘mise en garde’, une façon de dire ‘restons vigilants’
face à la puissance de séduction de la peinture.”

6. TOHELPYOUREMEMBER / WHATISIMPORTANT / IMSORRYIDIDNTHEARANYTHING /
IMSORRYCONNECTIONFAILED / WHATIFWECHATTED /
TELLMEWHATINEEDTOKNOWTOPROTECTYOURPRIVATELIFE

7.  Sylvie Fanchon, Keep Your Spirits Up, 2023, acrylic on canvas, 40 x 50 cm.

8. Sylvie Fanchon, Cortana (jesuisdésolée), 130 x 197 cm, acrylic on canvas, 2018. Translates
to: IMSORRYIDIDNTUNDERSTAND

9. IMSORRYIDIDNTHEARANYTHING

10. Sylvie Fanchon, SAGESFEMMES, 2017. Mural, acrylic paint, dimensions variable (height =
⅕ of length). Unique work. Reinstalled following the work’s protocol for A mains nues,
exhibition of the collection at MAC VAL, Vitry-sur-Seine, 2022.

11. Jacques Derrida, La verdad en pintura, Buenos Aires, Paídos, 2001, p. 19. In English edition:
Jacques Derrida, The Truth in Painting, Chicago, The University of Chicago Press, 1987, p. 5.

12. One of the most important aesthetic-political strategies in Latin America that demands the
safe return of those who have disappeared in the last 40 years is graphically related to the use
of silhouettes. This action has as its matrix what has been designated as the ‘Siluetazo’:
“Three visual artists: Rodolfo Aguerreberry, Julio Flores and Guillermo Kexel, devised the
action and brought the proposal to the Mothers and Grandmothers of Plaza de Mayo, in
Buenos Aires, as well as to different social and human rights organizations. A few months
before the end of the military regime, on September 21, 1983, within the framework of the III
Resistance March, the organizers improvised an open-air workshop and, using stencils,
began to outline human silhouettes on paper, which they then pasted vertically on the walls of
the surrounding buildings, on top of other existing posters, on trees, etc. Following this
gesture, the public’s appropriation was immediate. Hundreds of demonstrators provided other
materials for making silhouettes, “putting up their bodies” to be outlined, adding them to those
already put up by the organizers.” Florencia Battiti, El Siluetzo at:
https://muac.unam.mx/exposicion/el-siluetazo

13. Sylvie Fanchon, Cortana (jemappellecortana) and Cortana (quepuisjefairepourvous), both
50 x 70 cm, acrylic on canvas, 2018. Translates to:
MYNAMEISCORTANA/WHATCANIDOFORYOU

14. Sylvie Fanchon, title unknown (THESHOWMUSTGOON), 2022, pencil on paper.
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La mañana que visité el estudio de Sylvie Fanchon se convirtió en tarde. Revisamos las obras que tenía guardadas ahí, 

fuimos una a una repasando sus técnicas y las razones que la habían llevado a hacerlas. También me mostró las figuras 

de los esténciles que guardaba en una carpeta, se amontonaban letras de diversos tamaños y planillas de personajes de 

caricaturas. Ella, generosamente me hablaba en inglés, aunque, después de un rato y sobre ciertas cosas, cambiaba al 

francés, porque hay cosas que una solo puede decir en su lengua. El tiempo pasó no sólo hablando de arte, sino también, 

de nuestras hijas —de lo que implica ser madres y ser artistas. Del trabajo y del cuidado. Hablamos además de nuestras 

madres y nuestros padres, de nuestras herencias y legados, de los lugres en los que nacimos, de cómo vivir los tiempos 

que vivimos. De lo que nos hizo la pandemia, de lo que perdimos. Para Fanchon, estos rodeos íntimos nos son parte de 

su obra, pero para mi sí son importantes para escribir sobre ella, sólo es desde ahí que yo puedo pensar en la verdad. Una 

verdad que ya no se pretende universal, ni siquiera verdadera. Quizá sólo posible, pensable, decible, compartible. 

Ahora, al pensar y escribir sobre la obra de Sylvie Fanchon, me doy cuenta, también, estoy sonriendo.  
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I have a recurring dream, in which I talk to a friend in French. He is a French speaker. Outside the oneiric
realm we communicate in Spanish and English. But every time I dream about him, we speak in French.
Inevitably, the dream lasts only a few seconds, as long as I manage to speak before I run out of words.
Many times, I wake up with my mouth stuck. 

I should speak French, but I don’t. I studied it as a child and later as a teenager. In college, I studied
philosophy and, as I finally chose to work on aesthetics and politics, I ended up reading endless
treatises in that language. But I don’t speak it at all. 

The first painting I saw by Sylvie Fanchon was a black and white bichrome. On a black background,
white figures recall the shapes of cartoon representations of animals. A dog, or some four-legged being,
walks with its head up on the bottom right side of the painting and a plump little bird leans on a strip of
white paint made in one brushstroke, on which a series of black letters made in stencil are piled up to
form a set of signs: JESUISDESOLEEJENAIPASCOMPRIS.1

Sylvie Fanchon, Cortana (jesuidésolée), 2018, acrylic on canvas, twice 130 x 197 cm. View of the exhibition "Je
m'appelle Cortana," Frac Franche-Comté, Besançon, 2018-2019, Collection Musée d'Art Moderne de la Ville de
Paris.

I stared at the painting for a long time, putting the letters together and forming the words. I didn’t
manage to form the sentence right away, I had to try several times, using punctuation marks: Je-suis-
désolée, je-n’ai-pas-compris. It didn’t seem like a conundrum, but the work forced me to go slowly,
perhaps at the same speed that my brain processes the language. I clumsily read the painting. Out of
context the phrase didn’t say much, or said so much that I couldn’t place it either. However, the
anchorage with the other characters made it less dense. I wondered if the intention of the use of
language in the painting was political, as in the work of so many other Francophone artists, where
language is a critical or agitational device—Guy Debord, Claire Fontaine, Thierry Geoffroy—; if it was an
exercise concerning the ego—Ben Vautier—, or if it was more of a poetic inclination—René Magritte,
Francis Alÿs. Inevitably, the phrase Soleil Politique from Marcel Broodthaers’ work came to my mind,
perhaps because it was the reference that once hung in a reproduction in my house. I forced myself to
concentrate and cling to find the expression of a brushstroke, to feel the color in the painting. After
several minutes of pretending to contemplate, I laughed. I laughed at myself and how difficult it is for
me to understand painting. I was surprised at how uncomfortable it made me feel not knowing where to
stand, how grumpy my clumsiness made me. I looked at the letters again and read out loud
JESUISDESOLEEJENAIPASCOMPRIS.

My encounter with Sylvie Fanchon’s work began with a detour, discovering her from some of the
spaces that her work inhabits, in and around Paris—the city where she lives. It began in the suburbs, at
La Galerie, centre d’art contemporain de Noisy-le-Sec in the Seine-Saint-Denis department, where the
exhibition “Hedy Lamarr. The Strange Woman” included two small paintings by Fanchon. A bichrome
with a blue background and orange stripes forming the phrase The Strange Woman, title taken from the
eponymous 1946 film starring Hedy Lamarr. And the other piece, with the same inscription, but in a
different font and carved in the white wall in such a way that the color contrast between the
background and the shape was so faint that it almost went unnoticed.2

Sylvie Fanchon, Sans titre (The Strange Woman), 2022, in situ mural, 60 x 80 cm. Production La Galerie,
centre d’art contemporain de Noisy-le-Sec. Courtesy the artist and Galerie Maubert, Paris © Adagp, Paris,
2022.

Exhibition views of "Hedy Lamarr - The Strange Woman", 2022, La Galerie, center d'art contemporain de
Noisy-le-Sec. Photos: © Salim Santa Lucia, 2022.

Sylvie Fanchon, VEUILLEZNINDIQUERAUCUNEINFORMATIONPERSONNELLE, 2023, Blanc de Meudon
on glass, 440 x 221 cm. Sentences written on the windows of Bétonsalon from March 2021 to March 2023,
Bétonsalon, Paris. Photo : Antonin Horquin.

Sylvie Fanchon, JESUISDESOLEEJENAIRIENENTENDU, 2023, Blanc de Meudon on glass, 440 x 221 cm.
Sentences written on the windows of Bétonsalon from March 2021 to March 2023, Bétonsalon, Paris.
Photo : Bétonsalon.

Next, in the 13th arrondissement of Paris, I visited Bétonsalon - Centre d'art et de recherche. On the
external facade there is a permanent installation, or semi-permanent— because the nature of the
material makes it ephemeral. There, on the glass surface, using a layer of watered-down Blanc de
Meudon (a kind of white paint made with crushed chalk with an earthy texture), the letters
JESUISDE/SOLEEJE/NAIRIEN/ENTENDU3 appear as negative unpainted space on four glass panels
with circular strokes that recall the movement made when cleaning windows.4

Later, again in the suburbs, at the MAC VAL, Musée d'art contemporain du Val-de-Marne in the town
of Vitry-sur-Seine, I found a huge mural with a black background and ‘flesh’-colored stripes—a color
that clearly does not exist as there is no flesh color as such, but I would not know how to name it;
maybe something between pink, brown and sand, but which my head instantly defined as ‘flesh’
colored, irritating me with the racist persistency of language. Diagonal stripes of the same width ran
across the wall beginning and ending in a ripped cut, evidencing the methodology, an adhesive tape
stencil.5 On the left side from top to bottom it reads:

S
A
G
E
S
F
E
M
M
E
S

Sages femmes literally means ‘wise women’, but in French it is the way midwives are named. These
words coincide with the artist’s initials. Sylvie Fanchon / Sages Femmes / S.F. Was this way of signing
her work a coincidence? Could it be a way of establishing a link with a secret community of women?

Sylvie Fanchon, SAGESFEMMES, 2017, exhibition view of "A mains nues", exhibition of the collection, MAC
VAL, Vitry-sur-Seine, 2022.

My detour ended in the heart of the city, at the fine arts school, in an office of the École nationale des
beaux-arts de Paris. I had never been in such a beautiful art school—so loaded in history. There, a
painting by Fanchon was waiting for me. A canvas with a sky-blue background—was it more like light
blue? Why is it so hard for me to identify and name colors?—with a small red cartoon figure in the
center.6 It was the silhouette of a dog that I had seen many times as a child. I could not remember
which cartoon it came from. I recognized the image, but could not place it in a specific context. It
aroused a certain tenderness in me, but I had no emotional attachment to it either. Now, while writing
this, I discover on Google, under the search “old dogs in cartoons”, that the character’s name is Droopy
and it is a Metro-Goldwyn-Mayer character.

Sylvie Fanchon, Sans titre (Caractères), 2009, acrylic on canvas, 114 x 196 cm. Collection Beaux-arts de Paris,
MU 12 669.

I usually write about

artists that I know

well or that I have

worked with for a long

time.

In this detour, besides intuiting the themes, rhythms, continuities and insistences in Fanchon’s work, I
came across something I did not expect. Every time someone asked me what I was doing in Paris, and I
replied that I had come to see Sylvie Fanchon’s work, something changed in the look and the gesture of
those who questioned me. A smile that awakened the face. It was something subtle, as if the bodies
were relieved, as if they regained a moment of contentment. The first time I noticed it, I was curious,
but, in the repetition of the gesture, I found relief too. 

I usually write about artists that I know well or that I have worked with for a long time. Besides a caution
against finding myself in situations where I need to force ideas, to try to say something meaningful
about a work I do not really like, I suppose it is also a provision so that I don’t end up working with, or on
the practice of, people I don’t feel comfortable with. I spent ten years of my life researching a French
philosopher and when I finally met him it was so disappointing that it left me with no room for
serendipity.  When I was invited to write about Sylvie Fanchon my first impulse was to say no, apart
from the aforementioned reservations, I prefer not to write about painting. It’s not that I don’t like it, but
I feel somehow surpassed and overtaken by it. However, there was something about Fanchon’s work
that made me curious. This, and the collapse of certainties that the pandemic left behind, prompted me
to suspend my rules. A few months earlier, an invitation to present at a conference in Johannesburg,
which I couldn’t refuse, led me to investigate the work of Frida Kahlo. Focusing on a series of self-
portraits, I discovered a marvelous pictorial world that opened up questions, which left me intrigued
and wanting more. So,  I said yes to the task. Fortunately, the desire to look at other things, to think
about other ideas, to learn more about painting, to write about women who paint, was stronger. From
these detours and accompanied by the smiles of those who heard her name, I began to delve into
Sylvie Fanchon’s work.

Sylvie Fanchon, Sans titre (Glory), 2020, 2020, acrylic on canvas, 40 x 60 cm. Courtesy the artist and
Galerie Maubert.

Sylvie Fanchon, exhibition view "SYLVIEFANCHON.COM", Galerie Maubert, 2021. Courtesy the artist and
Galerie Maubert.

Sylvie Fanchon thought that if her career stumbled, it was not because she was a woman but because
she was not good enough, or maybe because at the end of the twentieth century and the beginning of
the twenty-first, nobody cared about painting anymore. However, when I finally spoke with her, she
said that she now realizes that her career was determined or at least marked by the fact of being a
woman. Could that be the reason why I did not know her? Because she is a painter? Because she is
French? Or because she is a woman? Fanchon is not particularly concerned with positioning herself in a
history of women’s art, nor in a feminist production. However, I do wonder what women’s painting is.
How women place themselves in a tradition, a medium that has been masculine for centuries; where
the plots, gestures, and values have not only been created by men but created by a fully patriarchal
logic and dynamics. Painting, as John Berger said, imposed specific ways of seeing, which kept a
complicity with capitalism—as much as with the objectification of women. After decades, in which this
has been pointed out, are there other ways of seeing and producing today? Other ways of painting?
Can one continue painting after dismantling the metaphysical, sexist and capitalist logics of the
medium?

Sylvie Fanchon, Sans titre (Tableaux Scotch), 2016, 50 x 70 cm.
Courtesy the artist and Galerie Maubert.

Sylvie Fanchon, Sans titre (Tableaux Scotch), 2016, 50 x 70 cm.
Courtesy the artist and Galerie Maubert.

Sylvie Fanchon, Sans titre (Fantôme), 2015, 50 x 60 cm. Collections
FRAC-Artothèque Nouvelle-Aquitaine. © Adagp, Paris. Photo :
Frédérique Avril.

Fanchon assumes the

death of painting with

the grace of being out

of time.

Sylvie Fanchon sits on the history of art and laughs, not without anger, at the pretensions of
sacredness, interiority and contemplation of painting. She also laughs at the aspiration to change the
world with art. She seeks truth with painting, but perhaps, unlike other artists, she does not seek truth
in the painting, nor truth in painting. This last proposition, which Derrida attributes to Cézanne, reminds
us of the knot we are in: 

That which pertains [a trait à] to the thing itself. By reason of the power ascribed to
painting (the power of direct reproduction or restitution, adequation or transparency,
etc.), “the truth in painting,” in the French language which is not a painting, could mean
and be understood as: truth itself restored, in person, without mediation, makeup, mask,
or veil. In other words, the true truth or the truth of the truth, restituted in its power of
restitution, truth looking sufficiently like itself to escape any misprision, any illusion; and
even any representation–but sufficiently divided already to resemble, produce, or
engender itself twice over, in accordance with the two genitives: truth of truth and truth
of truth.7

Truth in painting, in this double genitive, was undoubtedly the philosophical obsession of the medium.
Painting comes to Fanchon when it is already mortally wounded. Although this does not mean its end, it
does entail the decline of metaphysical aspirations in it. Thus, Fanchon’s questioning does not seem to
be an ontological inquiry but a material one. She suggests remaining cautious before the power of
fascination and enchantment of painting, and to do this, she establishes three limits from which to
work: surface, color and form. With these three elements, which are modified throughout more than
four decades of her career, the artist experiments to produce truth in painting. In the painting, in her
painting, in every painting. Her work is to insist, almost obsessively, on these components without ever
returning to a field determined by the artist’s technical, expressive or intuitive genius in the classical
sense of painting tradition, nor to the cold purism of the medium. Here, there is a pictorial research of
the first order, which is within the history of painting itself, but already outside its teleology. 

Sylvie Fanchon does not make abstract or expressionist painting; she is neither conceptual nor lyrical.
Hers is a production that insists on investigating color and form without ever forgetting the delimitation
that allows the existence of that work. The space—the canvas, wall or glass—is not a window, but
rather a surface. There is something in this search that frees us from the pressures of painting, that
relieves. She does not see herself as a feminist artist, but to me it is refreshing to find a woman’s
painting that does not follow the male mandate, that neither imitates it nor assumes the place
historically designated to female painters. Fanchon assumes the death of painting with the grace of
being out of time. Therefore, rather than aiming on geniality, she plays. She establishes a series of rules
to play and, from there, to unfold the possibilities of truth present in her paintings. Playing is not a banal
nor a complementary activity, it is perhaps the resource that remains once the historical pathos of
painting is broken.8

Sylvie Fanchon, Sans titre, 1994, 130 × 162 cm. Courtesy the artist. Sylvie Fanchon, Sans titre, 1994, 130 × 162 cm. Courtesy the artist. Sylvie Fanchon, Sans titre, 1994, 130 × 162 cm. Courtesy the artist.

Going back to the elements of her work, from the beginning of Fanchon’s career, in the late eighties, we
find that her research is delimited by the surface. She builds from the plane, tracing the area that
determines a working space. The frame, the edge in her work, because it lacks ornament, is not an
exterior but a limit. In choosing not to adorn it she creates a two-dimensional space. It is interesting
how this limit changes in her work. Although in many of her pieces this is determined by the canvas,
there is also an exploration that takes it to the wall, where the surface expands. Likewise, there are the
glass panels where she explores other materialities, but in which she insists on the condition of the
plane as surface. Fanchon’s painting plays with scale and with the functions of the work. In the sense
the canvas has historically had, her pieces can be interior—inside a gallery, museum, house—or exterior
—the street, the public space. In both cases, interestingly, the rules of the work remain constant.
Fanchon does not modify her execution in the face of the pedagogical or spectacular possibilities
offered by muralism or street facade.  

Her work, contained in this delimited space, focuses on the tension between color and form. On the one
hand, in terms of color, she always works with bichrome, creating visual games between two colors.
This is perhaps to mark a certain affinity with minimalism, but refusing to endow with a single color
alone the weight of an individual object. Her experimentation proposes composition games. Even if the
viewer only sees two colors, in reality, there are several colors contained in the work. With the colors,
the artist seeks neither the creation of density, nor of light, nor of dimensions. Nor does she pretend to
affirm the medium as an instance of visual purism, much less to express or provoke feelings; her artistic
practice lies in pointing out the game of what appears in between. In their crossing, their opposition,
their tension.

Sylvie Fanchon, Sans titre (Accrochages), 2011, acrylic on canvas,
twice 130 x 196 cm. Exhibition view "SF à Sète", CRAC Sète, 2012.
Collection FRAC Franche-Comté.

Sylvie Fanchon, exhibition view "SF à Sète", CRAC Sète, 2012. Sylvie Fanchon, exhibition view, Galerie Bernard Jordan, Paris, 2007.
Courtesy the artist.

Sylvie Fanchon, Motifs, 2005, 60 x 82 cm. Courtesy the artist and
Galerie Maubert.

Sylvie Fanchon, Monochrome décoratif bleu et rouge, 2009, 114 x
162 cm. Collections FRAC Corse, © Adagp, Paris.

Sylvie Fanchon, Sans titre (Caractères), 2010, 50 x 65 cm. Courtesy
the artist and Galerie Maubert.

In Fanchon’s work, the

silhouette figures

operate as

appropriations and

copies of symbols,

letters and figures.

There, the third element in her work emerges, the form. Although Fanchon works with representations,
they do not seek a realism that allows affirming the thing’s truth. There is no substitution or mediation;
on the contrary, her forms are appropriations of signs removed from their contexts. Fanchon’s forms are
silhouettes, and there is much that is uncanny in them since, at least in my Latin American tradition,
they are reminiscent of the graphic-political exercises that pointed to missing people.9 The silhouette is
that which appears in the place of the disappeared. That moment taken from children’s games of
drawing the outline of a body lying on the ground, going around its silhouette and then removing it to
keep its double. Sometimes we are left with only the double. The silhouettes in Fanchon’s work are
produced with stencils, a methodology associated with street painting such as graffiti or in artistic-
activist practices where the stencil is used to create repetitions in hurried situations, and where the
technique does not matter and the ideal of the original is not pursued. In Fanchon’s work, the silhouette
figures operate as appropriations and copies of symbols, letters and figures. These silhouettes are
recognizable, but they are distorted and their meaning, therefore, deferred. 

In the 1990s, the forms that emerged from her bichrome were geometric or architectural figures,
squares and rectangles that could be the outline of a house or a plan for the construction of an object
(Untitled, 1994); later they became botanical motifs, the outlines of some sort of plants and grass
(Untitled, 2007), but also decorative ornaments such as frames of different shapes, sizes and colors
(Untitled, 2008), busts that resemble old sculptures or unformed stains (Untitled, Aspects 2012) or
haircuts of long and stylish hair (Untitled, 2017). In Fanchon’s work these depicted ornaments—
decoration and  adornment —detach what has historically been taken in painting as that which is
additive, external to the representation of the object, to put it in the center, to make the whole painting,
and the truth that it can produce about it. In the 2000s, the silhouettes shifted from the outline of
animals (Untitled, Aspects, 2012; Untitled, Tableaux bêtes, 2009) to those of cartoon characters,
(Untitled, Caractères, 2010). This allows another game that intervenes in the pictorial tradition in that it
introduces humor from these figures devoid of any drama or expressiveness. They are not the
characters in vogue or belonging specifically to French culture. They are, rather, elements of a vaguely
common, standard, global culture. I show them to my six-year-old daughter and she can recognize the
outlines of them—a bird, a dog, a coyote—but she doesn’t know the specific references. This is where
Fanchon’s work operates, in being able to sit in the history of painting to play and warn: “I introduce a
dialectic with the help of futile, caricatural figures from the world of images. It is a 'warning', a way of
saying 'let us remain vigilant' in the face of the seductive power of painting.”10

Sylvie Fanchon, Architecture, 1994, 50 x 150 cm. Courtesy the artist and Galerie Maubert.

Sylvie Fanchon, Sans titre, 1995, 50 × 73 cm. Courtesy the artist.

In this same sense, language appears in her work. With it, she does not intend to dictate the truth or her
truth, nor to propagate a slogan, nor postulate, much less to communicate a feeling or idea. Language
is again a symbol that she appropriates in order to disavow it of its power. Without spelling or grammar,
she gets on language’s nerves. As she puts letters together, unfollowing writing conventions, the
referent becomes strange, ambiguous. 

Although Fanchon’s body of work, after more than four decades dedicated to painting, is very
extensive and complex, it seems to me that these are the elements that delimit her universe. As if they
were the components and rules with which she decided to play and establish a game with the viewer. It
is from there that she sits in the history of painting, she is in it, but also beyond it. Her truth no longer has
to do with validating a tradition, but with finding the logic and rigor of her own operation. She does it
seriously but not without grace, she is constantly laughing at us and at herself.

A few months ago, I was at a friend’s house with our respective children. The children were playing
while we were talking. Their game was a sort of dance contest, where each one of them could play their
favorite song. I hadn’t paid much attention to how the game operated, until the screaming made me
realize that part of it had to do with which of them Alexa obeyed. Each child was shouting a song to
Alexa, Amazon’s virtual assistant, to play. The voices were getting louder and louder, and the children’s
tone became aggressive as she didn’t recognize what they were saying. After a few minutes of
watching the show, I stopped to tell them not to yell at her. It annoyed me to see how they were talking
to a woman, even if it was a simulation of one. Why is it that all virtual assistants have a woman’s name
and voice? Does that insist on women’s labor in care work ? Does the cold and aggressive tone with
which we relate to them validate in children the very possibility of violence towards us? I wondered all
this as I helplessly watched how my friend’s son yelled, “Alexa, turn off”.

Sylvie Fanchon, (bonjourjesuisicipourvousaidez), 2018 , acrylic on canvas, 120 x 240 cm. Courtesy the artist
and Galerie Maubert.

Sylvie Fanchon, Cortana (quepuisjefairepourvous), 2018, acrylic on canvas, 50 x 70 cm. Courtesy the artist
and Galerie Maubert.

JEMAPPELLECORTANA/QUEPUISJEFAIREPOURVOUS.11 It is 2014, and Sylvie Fanchon comes across
a new artificial intelligence service automatically downloaded to her phone. Her name is Cortana, and
she introduces herself as Microsoft’s “personal productivity assistant”. She helps users find sites of
interest, social networks and services. She does so, like almost all such forms of artificial intelligence,
using a helpful tone—available in several languages—and by asking questions that, in their logical
simplicity and linguistic awkwardness, become existential queries.

Cortana is originally the name of an ancient Scandinavian sword, which was used to name the artificial
intelligence character in the Halo universe. There, Cortana is built by cloning a woman’s brain, although
she has no physical form—she is just a voice. In the game, Cortana was designed for espionage and
infiltration purposes. She is described as an intelligent and lively “being” with a sense of humor. She is
loyal to humans, perhaps because she herself is a clone. Therefore, to create a personal digital
assistant, Microsoft has used the character of that saga, and intends to propose a more personal
service, which can compete with Siri or Alexa. Its most remarkable function, we are informed, is that
she allows you to remember things. You can tell Cortana to remind you of anything. 

Fanchon uses the phrases that this operating system has thrown at her. With them she has built the
Cortana series since 2017. Words are the central characters of the pictorial spaces in this series. Their
appearance in the game of bichrome is produced with templates, stencils in this case of letters, which
allow its precise production. It is not the artist’s handwriting, it is a common typeface, that can be
replicated uniformly in the different pieces of the series. Cortana’s sentences are appropriated and
reproduced by Fanchon, always appearing in capital letters and without punctuation. Thus, there is no
indication marking the beginning or end of each word. The mechanicity of language in the operating
system works in its pictorial decomposition as a creator of estrangement.
POURVOUSAIDERAVOUSRAPPELER/CEQUIESTIMPORTANT/
JESUISDESOLEEJENAIRIENENTENDU/JESUISDESOLEECONNEXIONIMPOSSIBLE/
ETSINOUSDISCUTIONS/DITESMOICEQUEJEDEVRAISSAVOIRAFINDEPROTEGERVOTREVIEPRIVEE.

Sylvie Fanchon, Cortana (voicidesexemples), 2018, acrylic on canvas,
100 x 160 cm. Courtesy the artist and Galerie Maubert.

Sylvie Fanchon, Cortana (voiciunexemple...), 2018, acrylic on canvas,
100 x 160 cm. Collection Frac Franche-Comté, Besançon.

Sylvie Fanchon, Cortana (Echange), 2018, acrylic on canvas, 100 x
160 cm. Courtesy the artist Galerie Maubert.

The figures chosen by Sylvie Fanchon, whether animal forms or letters, do not pretend to be
representational but serve as a cultural and epistemological index, perhaps a punctum in a moment of
the world. On the surface of her painting appears the absurdity of representation and truth in artificial
intelligence. It would be funny if it were not grim. AI has come to stay, Fanchon’s Cortana paintings will
be a reminder to beware of the enchantments of them.

The language Cortana uses is one of those futile silhouettes drawn from our world of representation, the
appropriate double of our shared culture’s absent referent. In its simplicity, Fanchon shows us, with
delicacy and humor, that there is no natural principle. This allows us a joyful detachment from
metaphysics. The beauty in Fanchon’s work is not in the truth in painting, in relation to the thing or
being, but in the joy of having freed ourselves from it. With it the true truth, the truth of truth, has been
broken. 

Painting, so

masculine, so

metaphysical, so

patriarchal, can

become, as in

Fanchon’s practice,

another thing. A

practice that is free.

When I first met Sylvie Fanchon, she had stopped painting. She told me so without sadness. She was
done, at least at that time, with it. She kindly showed me the drawings she was making. Besides the
dimensions and texture of working on paper, perhaps the most significant difference from her painting
was that of the game of colors produced between the color of the surface itself, white, and the pencil
that colored the paper in different tones and intensities of gray. 

In these drawings, there were phrases that I had not seen before in her work. In the case of the drawing
that most caught my attention, the words, now in English, formed the set THESHOWMUSTGOON.
Above it, emerged the silhouette of a smiling cow.13 It took me a while to recognize it, but eventually I
was able to associate it with the image of a brand of cheese that my daughter likes. Also, still hung on
her studio walls, there was one of her latest paintings. Near the silhouette of a dog, appeared the letters
KEEP/UPSPIRITSYOUR.14 In its tearing and rearrangement I was able to locate a type of language, or
rather a use of language, that has become part of a dominant culture. That which, in its authority and its
cruelty, denotes a regime that pretends to make us responsible for our well-being. Linguistic strategies
of the as if type that seek to anchor in us the responsibility for our destinies. As if it were one’s will that
allows life to continue or to end. I remembered those moments of pandemic when I was instructed in
those unbearable expressions intended to be declarative statements: “The show must go on”. Is this a
show? Whose show? For whom? Why must it go on? What is it that must go on? I also remembered the
fury in my friend Sonia’s eyes when, dying of cancer, someone told her to keep her spirits up, that it
would help her to recover. As if it depended on her spirits whether her cells would multiply or not. After
visiting Sylvie Fanchon’s studio, I called my sister who is an oncologist. I asked her why doctors said
such phrases. She thoughtfully replied, “Sometimes we don't have much to say, but it would certainly
be better to remain silent.”

The language, extracted from writing conventions and found in Fanchon’s drawings, allowed, as in the
Cortana series, a detachment that releases a laugh at the nonsense and obtuseness of the linguistic
operation and the existential imbalances that playing with language caused. The mismatch between
the smiling cow and the authoritarian statement created a gap. Humor appeared in it, but not without a
hint of irritation and sorrow. 

These works insist on the truth of the art work, in dismantling its pretensions and authority. Painting, so
masculine, so metaphysical, so patriarchal, can become, as in Fanchon’s practice, another thing. A
practice that is free. When Fanchon paints, she plays, has fun, enjoys herself. She is also angry, but that
does not take away the pleasure of playing and including us in it.

Sylvie Fanchon, Keep Your Spirits Up, 2023, acrylic on canvas, 40 x 50 cm. Courtesy the artist and Galerie
Maubert.

The morning I visited Sylvie Fanchon’s studio turned into afternoon. We reviewed the works she had
stored there. One by one, we went over her techniques and the reasons that had led her to making
them. She showed me the stencil shapes she keeps in a folder, where letters of various sizes, and
cartoon characters, are piled up. She generously spoke to me in English, although, after a while and
about certain things, she would switch to French. There are things that one can only say in one’s own
language. Time went by in talking not only about art, but also about our daughters—what it means to be
mothers and to be artists. About work and care. We also talked about our mothers and fathers, our
inheritances and legacies, the places where we were born, and how to live in the times we are living.
About what the pandemic did to us, and what we have lost. For Fanchon, these intimate detours are
not part of her work, but for me they are important to know when I write about her. It is only from there
that I can think about the truth. A truth that no longer pretends to be universal, not even true. Perhaps
only possible, thinkable, speakable, shareable.

Now, while thinking and writing about Sylvie Fanchon’s work, I realize that I am smiling too.

Translated from Spanish by Ana Andrade - Please contact us to request the original essay in Spanish
Published in May 2023

Sylvie Fanchon according to Helena Chávez Mac Gregor Reading time 35’

JESUISDESOLEEJENAIPASCOMPRIS. A

reflection on truth in Sylvie

Fanchon’s painting.

Sylvie Fanchon, Sans titre (Tableau Scotch), 2014, 40 x 60 cm, Collection MAC VAL.

Helena Chávez Mac Gregor and Sylvie Fanchon, Paris, November 2022.

1.

2.

3.

4.

5.

1. Sylvie Fanchon, Untitled (The Strange Woman), 2022, wall mural, 60 x 80 cm and Sylvie
Fanchon, The Strange Woman, 2013, acrylic on canvas, 60 x 80 cm.

2. Sylvie Fanchon, BONJOURSINOUSDISCUTIONS, 2021. Blanc de Meudon (crushed chalk)
on windows, 440 x 221 cm, installation at Bétonsalon (March 2021 to March 2023).

3. Sylvie Fanchon, Sans titre (Caractères), 2009. Acrylic on canvas, 114 x 196 cm.

4. This idea follows Francis Bacon’s approach to game and the artist’s relationship with
painting: “You see, all art has now become completely a game by which man distracts
himself; and you may say it has always been like that, but now it’s entirely a game. And I think
that that is the way things have changed, and what is fascinating now is that it’s going to
become much more difficult for the artist, because he must really deepen the game to be any
good at all.” David Sylvester, La brutalidad de los hechos: entrevistas con Francis Bacon
(Polígrafa, Barcelone, 2009).

5. Sylvie Fanchon, Sylvie Fanchon (Gratitude, Beaux-Arts de Paris éditions, Paris, 2020), p.
53. Our translation from: “J’introduis une dialectique à l’aide de figures futiles, caricaturales,
issues du monde des images. C’est une ‘mise en garde’, une façon de dire ‘restons vigilants’
face à la puissance de séduction de la peinture.”

6. TOHELPYOUREMEMBER / WHATISIMPORTANT / IMSORRYIDIDNTHEARANYTHING /
IMSORRYCONNECTIONFAILED / WHATIFWECHATTED /
TELLMEWHATINEEDTOKNOWTOPROTECTYOURPRIVATELIFE

7.  Sylvie Fanchon, Keep Your Spirits Up, 2023, acrylic on canvas, 40 x 50 cm.

8. Sylvie Fanchon, Cortana (jesuisdésolée), 130 x 197 cm, acrylic on canvas, 2018. Translates
to: IMSORRYIDIDNTUNDERSTAND

9. IMSORRYIDIDNTHEARANYTHING

10. Sylvie Fanchon, SAGESFEMMES, 2017. Mural, acrylic paint, dimensions variable (height =
⅕ of length). Unique work. Reinstalled following the work’s protocol for A mains nues,
exhibition of the collection at MAC VAL, Vitry-sur-Seine, 2022.

11. Jacques Derrida, La verdad en pintura, Buenos Aires, Paídos, 2001, p. 19. In English edition:
Jacques Derrida, The Truth in Painting, Chicago, The University of Chicago Press, 1987, p. 5.

12. One of the most important aesthetic-political strategies in Latin America that demands the
safe return of those who have disappeared in the last 40 years is graphically related to the use
of silhouettes. This action has as its matrix what has been designated as the ‘Siluetazo’:
“Three visual artists: Rodolfo Aguerreberry, Julio Flores and Guillermo Kexel, devised the
action and brought the proposal to the Mothers and Grandmothers of Plaza de Mayo, in
Buenos Aires, as well as to different social and human rights organizations. A few months
before the end of the military regime, on September 21, 1983, within the framework of the III
Resistance March, the organizers improvised an open-air workshop and, using stencils,
began to outline human silhouettes on paper, which they then pasted vertically on the walls of
the surrounding buildings, on top of other existing posters, on trees, etc. Following this
gesture, the public’s appropriation was immediate. Hundreds of demonstrators provided other
materials for making silhouettes, “putting up their bodies” to be outlined, adding them to those
already put up by the organizers.” Florencia Battiti, El Siluetzo at:
https://muac.unam.mx/exposicion/el-siluetazo

13. Sylvie Fanchon, Cortana (jemappellecortana) and Cortana (quepuisjefairepourvous), both
50 x 70 cm, acrylic on canvas, 2018. Translates to:
MYNAMEISCORTANA/WHATCANIDOFORYOU

14. Sylvie Fanchon, title unknown (THESHOWMUSTGOON), 2022, pencil on paper.
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1. Sylvie Fanchon, Cortana (jesuiusdésolée), 130x197 cm, acrílico sobre tela, 2018.  

Se traduce: LOSIENTONOENTENDI

2. Sylvie Fanchon, Sin título (The Strange Woman) 2022, mural, 60 x 80 cm y Sylvie 

Fanchon The Strange Woman, 2013, acrílico sobre lienzo, 60 x 80.

3. LOSIENTONOESCUCHE

4. Sylvie Fanchon, BONJOURSINOUSDISCUTIONS, 2021. Blanc de Meudon sobre 

ventanas, 440 x 221 cm, instalación en Bétonsalon (de marzo de 2021 a marzo de 

2023).

5. Sylvie Fanchon, SAGESFEMMES, 2017, Mural, pintura acrílica, dimensiones 

variables (altura = ⅕ de longitud). Obra única. Reinstalada siguiendo el protocolo de 

la obra para A mains nues, exposición de la colección en MAC VAL, Vitry-sur-Seine, 

2022

6. Sylvie Fanchon, Sans titre (Caractères), 2009. Acrílico sobre lienzo, 114 x 196 cm.

7. Jacques Derrida, La verdad en pintura, Buenos Aires, Paídos, 2001, p. 19.

8. Esta idea sigue los planteamientos de Francis Bacon sobre el juego y la relación 

del artista con la pinura: “Mire, todo el arte se ha convertido en un juego con el que el 

hombre se distrae a sí mismo; y usted dirá que siempre ha sido así, pero hoy día no es 

más que un juego. Creo que es así como han cambiado las cosas, y lo que en la actua-

lidad me parece fascinante es que todo se va a volver mucho más difícil para el artista, 

porque va a tener que jugar a fondo si quiere ser un buen artista”. David Sylvester, La 

brutalidad de los hechos: entrevistas con Francis Bacon (Polígrafa, Barcelona, 2009)

9. Una de las estrategias estético políticas más importante en América Latina para la 

demanda de aparición con vida en los últimos 40 años está relacionada gráficamente 

con el uso de siluetas. Esta acción tiene como matriz aquello que se ha designado 

como el Siluetazo: “Tres artistas visuales: Rodolfo Aguerreberry, Julio Flores y Guil-

lermo Kexel, idearon la acción y acercaron la propuesta a las Madres y Abuelas de 

Plaza de Mayo -en Buenos Aires- así como a diferentes organizaciones sociales y de 

derechos humanos. Pocos meses antes de que concluyera el régimen militar, el 21 de 

septiembre de 1983, en el marco de la III Marcha de la Resistencia, los organizadores 

improvisaron un taller al aire libre y usando plantillas, comenzaron a delinear siluetas 

humanas sobre papeles que luego pegaron verticalmente sobre las paredes de los 

edificios aledaños, encima de otros carteles existentes, en árboles, etc. Este gesto 

fue una provocación para que el público se apropiara inmediatamente de la tarea. 

Cientos de manifestantes aportaron otros materiales para realizar las siluetas, “pu-

sieron sus cuerpos” para bosquejarlas y se sumaron a la pegatina impulsada por los 

organizadores.”  Florencia Battiti, El Siluetzo en: https://muac.unam.mx/exposicion/

el-siluetazo

10. Sylvie Fanchon, Sylvie Fanchon (Gratitude, Beaux-Arts de Paris éditions, Paris, 

2020)

11. Sylvie Fanchon, Cortana (jemappellecortana) y Cortana (quepuisjefairepourvous), 

ambas de 50 x 70 cm, acrílico sobre lienzo, 2018.  

Se traduce como: MELLAMOCORTANA/ENQUEPUEDOAYUDARTE

12. PARAAYUDARTEARECORDAR / LOQUEESIMPORTANTE / LOSIENTO, 

NOTEESCUCHE / LOSIENTOLACONEXIONFALLO / YSICONVERSAMOS /  

DIMELOQUENECESITOSABERPARAPROTEGERTUVIDAPRIVADA

13. Sylvie Fanchon, Título desconocido (THESHOWMUSTGOON), 2022, lápiz en 

papel.

14. Sylvie Fanchon, Keep Your Spirits Up, 2023, acrílico en lienzo, 40 x 50. 

15. El show debe continuar


