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“La réalité 
n'est pas une menace”
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Superstar of painting, the Italian Francesco Clemente 
only refers to tantric spirituality. Despite its bubbling 
and colorful production, it is described in contemplation. 
It is these paradoxes that we try to get the mystical and 
somewhat mute painter to speak from his New York studio. 
A challenge.

You said that you learned boredom in your youth in 
Naples. Do you feel that Bénarès (Varanasi), a city 
you love, is not so different from Naples in its density, 
and its connection to death? Seven hundred thousand 
Neapolitans live in a red zone because of Mt Vesuvius. 
It would take today 6 days to evacuate them. They 
would need the protection of San Gennaro still. 

I collaborated with Allen Ginsberg on illuminated 
manuscripts, inspired by William Blake. Ginsberg saw 
a parallel between Benares and Venice. The gondolas, 
colorful earlier on, were painted black during the plague, 
as they were used to carry the dead. The river in Benares 
is the gate to the other world. Naples is also on the water, 
but it turns its back to the sea and looks at the volcano 
for meaning.

How was the first reaction to your work from the art 
world in the middle of minimalism and conceptual 
trend? 

I lost all my artist friends. My greatest friend and mentor, 
Alighiero Boetti, whom I loved and admired, sold all of my 
works that he had and did not talk to me for years.

You describe yourself as a painter by default when 
you started, and that it wasn’t necessarily an obvious 
choice. How did you free yourself to paint as you 
wished? Did you have methods to free yourself?

I had a vivid experience of my own death. To imagine and 
to observe the absolute end of everything gave me the 
courage to gamble everything and to jump into the void.

You said you mostly work fast, but each technique 
has its limits, such as drying time. You have such 
a virtuosity to keep the texture of liquidness with 
watercolor, for example. Are there differences between 
oil painting or watercolor, pastel, or fresco for you? How 
do you choose which method to employ for a project? 

‘There is no going back’ – this is a rule that is common to 
all mediums. I establish strict limits, choosing the ground 
and palette; the limits allow one to run free.

Is Oil Painting still the most important method of 
expression for you? 

I am attracted to each medium, as much as each medium 
brings in new images. When we think of great art, we lazily 
think of oil painting but there is no oil in the East. Even 
in the Western Canon, paper may be the most relevant 
medium if you think of Blake, Tiepolo, Goya and Durer. 

You play a lot with symbols, cultural references, 
iconography that influence each other but your 
paintings are generously seductive and poetic for the 
viewers. Is there for you a secret language in your work 
that someone can translate with study? 

Yes, but I do not hold a secret. I believe in mystery, and I 
am only attracted to what I do not understand.

Do you work on your chromatic scale? Is it intuitive? 
Do you think about consistency for an exhibition?

Color reveals itself. You put yourself in an embarrassing 
situation, and emotions you never knew you had appear. It 
is the same with color in painting, you aim to make order, 
and color disrupts everything.

You painted many self-portraits, often without a 
mirror. Is it a way to capture a state of mind, play with 
your image, or is it just because you are your closest 
model? 

I am the closest model, but also the most remote as 
consciousness is continuity of discontinuity. I find comfort 
in recording the sense of ‘I am,’ and making sure I am still 
there.

How do you leave the paradox of your approach of a 
fluent identity with necessity in the art world to be an 
individual artist superstar?

Everything is real and everything is changing. The only 
necessity is to accept your limits which give you that odd 
knowledge specific to your place in the world.

You speak a lot about space but in your paintings, 
the surface of the paintings seems to be the only 
space. You don’t play with the idea of a window open 
to the world, you don’t use perspective, what are your 
thoughts on this? 

Painting can be seen as a symptom of an inner life. Rules 
are established and broken as one chases a beginning 
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Tenderness and seduction are such because they do not 
occupy a position, in fact they do not occupy any space– 
they make space for oneself and sometimes for the viewer.

• You’ve collaborated with craftsmen, Bollywood 
billboard painters, and more recently with Rajasthan 
wood engravers. What is the process of your 
collaboration like? Do you let them free? Do you give 
direction? How is it different to have to formulate by 
words your vision? Is this part of the hazard of realizing 
work in a collaboration?

I enjoy the company of craftsmen, who are bound by the 
rules of tradition. The craftsmen seem to enjoy my freedom 
and my curiosity. Contrary to current propaganda, not 
everyone in the world wants to conform to the triumph of 
‘I and mine’ promoted by the capitalist spectacle.

Carl Gustav Jung tried to find a spiritualized form in 
Freud’s thoughts especially with the archetypes. What 
do you think of his writings? Do you feel close to this 
quest? Do you discover and utilize archetypes through 
the different cultures? 

I object to Jung and to these esoteric traditions because 
I find that the spiritual world, like the material world, is 
impermanent.

The unknown is very important for you and your 
rationality but there is a western tradition of the 
unknown like La Rochefoucauld said : « Neither the 
sun, neither death can be seen fixedly .» What do you 
find in Hindu tradition that is similar in occidental 
culture? 

In the West, we know that we don’t know, and this leads to 
a cult of death. In the East, more optimistically, we do not 
know that we know. Remove the ignorance and an endless 
path opens for you. Life. 

Your production is gigantic. Does your Oeuvre have 
an overarching meaning for you? Like Picasso who 
conscientiously dated all his production? Your website 
shows a little bit of your work, why this choice? 

The smallest shard of a clay pot can remind us of a whole 
civilization. In the fragments of our mind, we can see the 
reflection of who we are, or of whom we imagine ourselves 
to be.

You have a strong relation with contemplative practice, 
how do you feel with the need to produce pieces of art? 

Is this a paradox to stay in action? How do you describe 
your need to paint?  

In traditional contemplative practices, the object of 
contemplation must be pure, an object of light. Painting 
can be a contemplative practice, but it is a dangerous one 
because when you observe darkness, that darkness can 
conquer you.

The Hindu culture is one of the centers of your work. 
You have traveled extensively in India. What do you 
find in New York that you don’t find in India? 

New York generates a consistent narrative. You may be 
part of the story or at odds with it, but in one way or 
another, it is comforting to have friends or enemies.

You want to offer other narratives. How do you see 
Andy Warhol’s art? 

A master at disguising his facility and his talent, a master 
at making something difficult look easy.

I heard one of the biggest French collectors gives two 
rules to his art buyers: “no death, no sex,” what do you 
think of that sentiment? 

Whoever this distinguished collector may be, he does not 
need to bother with what I make, which is only and always 
about death and sex. 

Do you still have a connection with the Italian art 
scene? How do you feel about it compared to the great 
energy in it’s cinema, literature and art after WW2? 

Once at the Palio in Siena I was told: “See Francesco it is 
not important to win, it is important for your enemy to 
lose.” Italy has always been missing a coherent and strong 
system to record and celebrate all the wonderful artists 
the country has had and will have.

We live in a period of profusion of images. There are 
100 million pictures posted by day on Instagram, for 
example. How do you see your paintings in this context? 

An image is more than a picture. An image resonates 
inside of you and generates change.

You work on the diversity of point of view. You seem 
sensitive to the difference of narratives. Do you believe 
there is one and only reality?
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If you accept the reality of a single witness, you can accept 
the greatest variety of experiences without perceiving 
them as a threat.

I heard you saying you want to get buried in Bénarès 
(Varanasi). Do you think there are no more western 
rituals? Do you think there could be new ones? A new 
approach to death in the west.

I do wish for a return of the sacred, unfettered by 
superstition. But I notice that mankind has lost the sense 
of the sacred while still clinging to superstition. 
Translated from FrenchTranslated from French


