
Natacha Mercier or The Poetics of the Veil 

Natacha Mercier is a subversive artist. She has no time for the rather common and 
widespread form of aesthetic subversion that can emerge from an instituted disorder, 
from a “well-intentioned tyranny” (I deliberately borrow Hans Jonas' oxymoronic and 
terrifying concept here) of colour or a cacophonous agitation of unnecessary 
provocations – such artifice quickly becomes conventional after all. With greater 
efficiency and reflection, her approach is based on the delicate nature of her chosen 
media, a subtle play between occultation and disclosure of the image that questions 
the gaze and painting itself; it is also firmly grounded in a solid pictorial culture, as it 
would be impossible to interrogate such a subject without knowing it inside out.  

Confronted with her work, the viewer hesitates. What is the meaning of this cold and 
seemingly white surface offering the illusion of a pure void? In order to qualify it, one 
could make an analogy with Pierre Soulages' outrenoir (or ultrablack) and propose 
the term outreblanc (or ultrawhite) since the image reveals itself beyond the 
whiteness, once the eye has reached past doubt and embraced it. Indeed the viewer 
needs to learn to lift the veil of appearances and embark on a sensorial adventure 
connected to the  progressive reading. Nothings comes to help with interpretation. 
Only the presence of a polished surface, based on car painting techniques, allows 
light to reveal what is hidden. 

This approach calls upon sensitivity more than reason, as proven in the emotion of 
discovering. Natacha Mercier proposes a poetic reverie on the invisible and, in a sort 
of interior dialogue, the viewer responds by appropriating the offered intimacy. Forms 
arise that create connections with history of art. We think we recognise iconic 
paintings: Goya's The Nude Maya, Manet's Olympia, François Boucher's Brown 
Odalisque, Courbet's Woman with White Stockings, and others. The most 
exhilarating experience occurs in front of the gigantic interpretation of Courbet's The 
Origin of the World. For all its symbolic power, this painting is only small in size: 55 x 
46 cm. The female sex he represents is human scale. Here it expands to a 
monumental format (4 x 3 m) and the viewer is transfixed when discovering the belly  
of a giant. Before it entered the Musée d’Orsay, The Origin of the World was always 
hidden behind a cover. This was of course of great significance since unveiling has 
the connotations of a religious ritual and the image becomes sacred. Natacha 
Mercier's version, due to its dimensions, veers between icon and temple. 

However, more discoveries are looming. The viewer then encounters details that 
disrupt any certainties. What seemed to be identifiable as archetypes of Western 
painting covered in a milky haze transform. In a stimulating practice, the artist revisits 
these masterpieces in the History of Art, while diverting the respected aesthetic 
conventions to ultimately challenge the heteronormative social organisation and 
reversing any markers of sex or genre. At the core of this disruption is a necessarily 
subversive permutation between hairiness as a physical translation of virility and 
smoothness which, according to tradition, incarnates the ideal in feminine beauty. 



The “fabrication” of sexual differentiation, as constructed over centuries in a 
patriarchal society, are fundamentally threatened and destabilised. 

Each work arises from the recomposition of well-known paintings. The artist is not 
taking sides; she equally tackles academic or modern painting, Oriental clichés or the   
“grand genres” including mythological and religious themes. She poses her gaze, as 
a woman, on the interpretation of the female body as previously done by men and for 
men. Blurring the traces of sexual identities and their representations, her method 
uses the paintbrush like you might use fire at the heart of the problem; she certainly 
lacks no courage, in this age in which the subject of genre can ignite knee-jerk, and 
even hysterical, reactions in neo-puritanical circles. 

Her series entitled “Poilus” will not dissipate discomfort. Bodies covered in fur are 
painted pointing to what the conventions of Western art have always tried to conceal: 
the animal base of human beings as part of a large class of vertebrates known as 
mammals. 

The artists also proposes a collaborative projects in which volunteers are invited to 
consider a component of cybersexuality called the “exhibe” in French (relating to 
exhibitionism). This experimentation maintains the fragile equilibrium between the 
reconstruction of a raw material, and its interpretation, in order to avoid the obscene 
and approach performance. Each screen, the surface of which constitutes one of the  
strata of the apparatus of occultation/disclosure, becomes a ready-made on which 
the image appears. 

Every artwork is a mise-en-abîme of exhibitionism: the model, the creator, the viewer 
who progressively become conscious of their role as voyeurs are laid bare. The artist 
has the aesthetic alternative to show this in a crude way or suggest it. Demanding 
great skill, Natacha Mercier's work is lodged in the second proposition. 
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