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Le trouble, cette impossibilité de fixer les êtres et leur identité, mais qui s’étend ici également à la 
matière même, est sans aucun doute une des bases du travail de Stephan Balleux. Trouble qui s’arti-
cule, s’exprime principalement à travers l’idée de flou, en tant que traitement mais aussi en termes de 
réception : « Aucune image n‘échappe au flou, aucun son, à la dispersion. Le réel lui-même est tissu 
de vague. Car le flou ne cesse de questionner notre perception et notre représentation du monde 
et de les relancer, comme s’il recelait ou énonçait une promesse—de netteté, de connaissance, de 
beauté, d’un au-delà du trouble? Le flou est un passage obligé dans notre rapport au monde et aux 
œuvres ». Trouble identitaire, de la matière au travers de ces déterritorialisations et de ses travestisse-
ments, mais aussi de l’artiste qui se remet en question. 

En effet, au-delà de la nature diversifiée et troublante des oeuvres proposées, le travail de Stephan 
Balleux frappe très vite par sa cohérence ainsi que par la pertinence de ses questionnements. Il s’agit 
pour lui de s’interroger, à l’ère digitale et virtuelle, sur l’identité et la place de la peinture. Les diffé-
rents trajets entrepris dans son oeuvre depuis quelques années sont autant de balises dans cette 
recherche perpétuelle de l’essence même de son médium. Ainsi, que ce soit dans ses œuvres pic-
turales, ses dessins, vidéos, sculptures ou au fil des différentes expositions auxquelles il a participé 
ces dernières années, Balleux ne semble jamais en avoir fini avec la peinture, l’explorant sous tous les 
angles, mêmes les plus inattendus ou sous les formes les plus hétéroclites.

Il semble dès le départ très clair que l’ensemble s’articule selon le principe freudien de l’inquiétante 
étrangeté, principe qui se retrouve perpétuellement retravaillé au fil des périodes et du choix des 
médiums. 

Mother, Pastel on paper, 150cm x 110 cm, 2013



A PAINTER WHO CANNOT DESERT HIS MUSE

Can there be such a thing as painting that swallows its own tail? I was wondering about this after 
visiting the studio of Stephan Balleux. I had seen paintings that could not ignore their own existence. 
Whatever else they represented, they always made explicit play of the action of painting: the gesture 
preserved in paint. There were two nearly finished portraits in the studio. Here and there the palette 
slipped from its black-and-white into colour; a dark purple that crept into the top of the picture, like 
the imminent purple of the falling night; or faintly beige tinted legs standing out against a white dress. 
It was as though you were viewing the first intimations of colour in a world that hitherto existed purely 
in black and white. The portraits were from a family album; they had something of the atmosphere of 
old-fashioned photographs in which children, awed by the photographer, pose obediently on a bench 
or table and peer earnestly at the lens. In this case they were not photographs but large paintings with 
the children as their subjects. There was something uneasy about them. Perhaps it was their serious 
gaze, or perhaps it was an effect of the colour that was sneaking into the image, like the presage of 
a new era. Or was my reaction due to the strange, twisted objects that appeared, like that in the little 
boy’s hand or on the table next to the girl? They were mere knick-knacks, like little sculptures made 
from congealed, twisted paint. There it was: art biting its own tail, shaking itself by the hand, allowing 
the intrusion of painterly matter into an otherwise photographic space. 
The work of Stephan Balleux dramatizes the activity of painting. You see an obvious stroke of applied 
paint; or at least you think you do. Whether you are looking at a portrait, an interior or a relatively 
abstract play of forms, that explicit brushstroke always turns up; sometimes lavishly, over the whole 
canvas, and sometimes in a mere detail, a knick-knack, a casually hand-fashioned object left on a 
table. There is always a gesture that reminds you: this is painting. Why that emphasis? It’s nothing new 
in itself, this visible impasto which shows how a painting came about. Consider the rough, tortured 
touch of the expressionists or the loose écriture of the impressionists. Consider Cézanne, and how he 
could make the light vibrate in a landscape by the genius of his tremulous painter’s hand. These are all 
products of a painterly touch that claims independence from the represented subject. Look and you 
will find copious examples in modern art. But something else is involved here. Balleux differs in that his 
brushstroke is an illusion. It is not what you think you see. 

Il s’agit autant du sujet représenté, de la matière mise en scène que du médium de communication qui 
sont mis en jeu dans ce processus ; entre inconnu et déjà vu, étrange et familier, on reconnaît l’image 
(appartenant souvent à un imaginaire collectif ancré dans l’Histoire de l’art pictural, photographique 
ou même cinématographique), mais on se retrouve confrontés à un traitement pictural qui envahit des 
médiums variés. Les objets sont tout à la fois reconnaissables et entièrement travestis par leur retravail 
esthétique, ce qui engendre le fameux trouble, aussi bien au niveau de l’œuvre elle-même que de sa 
réception.(…).

Car c’est bien de cela qu’il s’agit chez Balleux ; non pas d’une matière appartenant à un passé artistique 
et à ses cadres fixes, mais bien un ordre vivant, organique, qui se métamorphose sans cesse et sans 
jamais rien perdre de sa pertinence. Balleux appartient à cette génération d’artistes qui questionnent 
sans relâche le médium qui les définit dans une réflexion postmoderne, entre citation et métadiscours, 
renvoyant finalement vers eux-mêmes le miroir de la réflexion ; quelle est la place de la peinture, mais 
peut-être encore plus, qu’en est-il du peintre, dans un environnement artistique depuis longtemps 
assailli par les évolutions technologiques, délaissant les pratiques, le face à face avec la matière, pour 
s’engager dans les méandres des rendus informatiques et virtuels ? Les oeuvres de Stephan Balleux 
semblent répondre d’elles-mêmes : toute la résistante pertinence de la peinture se trouve nichée dans 
ce regard précis et particulier, obsessionnel,  posé sur les choses, traduisant sa vision d’une réalité qui 
ne s’offre à nous que sous une forme picturale, comme si le monde lui-même n’était plus que peinture.

Muriel Andrin



Instead of a spontaneous stroke of paint, you are looking at a picture of a brushstroke, an imitation 
of a painterly handwriting. It is a faux brushstroke, a brushstroke that is play-acting itself. This aside, 
Stephan Balleux also paints figurative images and sometimes tackles classical motifs. This saves his 
work from mere conceptual narcissism. A rose, a group of people, a portrait, a skull, another skull, an 
interior: they are images that have something to say, which are beautiful and menacing. They are sweet 
yet at the same time repellent, sometimes symbolic and sometimes suggestive. The image is in some 
cases no more than a colourful form which possesses the whole canvas with its dramatic energy. 
Layer by layer, it is a painting process that advances patiently, even if it sometimes looks bold and 
immediate. There is a skull in the studio, which the artist casts as a model, of which he takes a 
photograph, which he then uses as the basis of a painting. Layer by layer the painting takes shape, 
first the drawing, then the paint, then more paint, until everything looks fluent and effortless. Balleux 
employs illusionist devices. That is just what you would expect of the ‘clever’ kind of painter, one 
who paints so dextrously that you would scarcely realize that the canvas had been painted if he did 
not continually reminded you of the fact. Balleux not only studies the old masters and their painterly 
technique, but investigates what photography and video have to offer him, and how classic sculpture 
and three-dimensional digital representations relate to one another. And he expresses all this in paint 
and in the illusion of paint. Perhaps he is the kind of painter who is a bit of a philanderer, one who is 
forever straying off with some other medium, hungry for experience and new expressive opportunities. 
But in the end he comes back to his true muse, the art of painting. He cannot help it because he loves 
her.

In Pompeii, I saw casts of people trapped in the eruption of Mount Vesuvius in 79 AD. The figures had 
an intimacy that was almost embarrassing. It was as though I were witness to something not meant for 
an outsider’s eyes; people, their outward form immortalized at the moment of their extinction. At the 
same time, it occurred to me that these were casts many a sculptor might envy, so compellingly did 
they combine life and death in a single object. I had to think back to Pompeii when I saw how Stephan 
Balleux uses paint to make not only paintings, but also sculptures and reliefs, of human torsos, heads 
and skulls. They resemble people congealed in paint, like individuals overwhelmed by some inescapable 
torrent of fluid colour. The sweeping motion is still visible yet they are now motionless.

Do not speak of Gerhard Richter if the painter is in a bad mood. Anyone who paints today with some 
awareness of how our vision has become partly photographic cannot get around Richter. You may first 
think of other painters when seeking parallels for Balleux’s twisted beings and morbidly proliferating 
shapes, but under the surface it is Richter who counts, and counts like no other. He is the begetter of a 
generation when it comes to the art of tightrope walking between photography and painting. So must 
the father die before the son can prosper, before he can find his own way? Maybe the painter toys with 
the notion of artistic patricide. He presumably shares the master’s interest in photographic effects such 
as selective focus and blur, or must at least acknowledge a debt to him. The painterly style is one that 
gains its vigour by embracing the power of the photographic gaze instead of repudiating it. But then 
something happens with Balleux, that tail-swallowing act, that backward glance over the shoulder, that 
making a drama out of the act of painting; for example when he imitates the painterly brush-stroke with 
photographic precision. What serves Balleux well is moreover that he is no stranger to the weird and 
wonderful. That makes the road he has chosen an unusual one. He has a keen eye for alienation and 
that is what he sees and portrays in his fellow man. It emerges in the way he exaggerates the faces, 
dead or alive, in the way he makes them melt, makes them volcanic. Man is a monster, even if he wears 
a tailored suit. There is another factor in the content of this work. It is the concentration with which the 
artist makes it, his dedication one might say. Perhaps it is this painter’s greatest talent. When I look at 
his work, besides looking at a subject and at a self-conscious painted surface, I see patience, precision, 
control and professional mastery. It is these qualities that bridle the tortuous, volcanic imagination 
underlying the images. The resulting tension is a pleasing one. The artist once described his painting as 
a virus. Willy-nilly it spreads one work to the next. Every image he touches is infected, becomes paint-
stricken. That is the respect in which his work swallows its own tail; it forms a closed circle. However 
videomanic or photo-addicted the image may be, it always veers back to painting.

Jurriaan Benschop




