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(…)
J’ai bu du Waterman et j’ai bouffé Littré
Et je repousse du goulot de la syntaxe
A faire se pâmer les précieux à l’arrêt
La phrase m’a poussé au ventre comme un axe

J’ai fait un bail de trois six neuf aux adjectifs
Qui viennent se dorer le mou à ma lanterne
Et j’ai joué au casino les subjonctifs
La chemise à Claudel et les cons dits «modernes»
(…)
Poète, vos papiers !
Poète, documenti !

Extract, Poète… vos papiers ! (Léo Ferré, 1970 song)



Earl Grey Classic, 200 cm x 140 cm, oil on 
canvas, 2019 Courtesy Michel Rein

The work illustrates an approach that is the artist’s own, 
which gleans ideas and images from histories and novels 
alike, during a radio broadcast or a podcast. This perpetual 
background noise sustains and guides him.
Bonin, in short, bases his work on the current, the existing, 
the known, the understood, in the exercise of a universal, 
strategic and inevitable mimicry, reminiscent of the mimetic 
desire described René Girard as the fundamental mechanism 
of human learning and behaviour underpinning every aspect 
of culture. Nowadays we are in the age of @whos_who, 
the anonymous Instagram account, at once absurd and 
fascinating, which has become feared by juxtaposing images 
of remarkably similar works by different artists to point the 
finger at appropriation and plagiarism. Documenti, documents, 
papers! The works are suspicious, and the artists are policed, 
reported, forced to identify and justify themselves.
For Bonin, the rhetoric of original and copy is out of date, for 
any work is no more than interpretation. His starting point 
is not the sovereign artist but the subject of the work itself, 
influenced by the other, by the exterior: “It’s the painting that 
decides, that leads the painter,” he explains.

A poet whose expression is seldom unequivocal, who flouts 
the rules of syntax and semantics alike while paying tribute to 
the long tradition of poetry, Sébastien Bonin has no time for the 
pretended rules of painting. Indifferent to the frantic pursuit of 
originality, he draws unashamedly and in full awareness on the 
history of art and culture.

On a white canvas, an almost anatomical layout is partnered by 
stencilled combinations of allusive words: ‘social network white’, 
‘inequality pink’, ‘co2 blue’ or ‘Seveso green’ (a reference to 
the 1976 environmental and health disaster in northern Italy). 
This still-pristine ‘painting by numbers’ is above all a ‘mental 
painting’, onto which Bonin encourages viewers to project 
a chromatic and ideological interpretation. Thus, the black 
contours that cross this almost abstract scene, borrowed from 
a 15th century picture by Piero della Francesca, surround and 
enclose expressions of a system under pressure and ready to 
implode. Past and present collide and interrogate one another. 



He makes use of his ‘weapons’, tools, techniques, images 
and references, in a total freedom of composition, to build 
an assumed language. There is no ‘bad’ construction. Like a 
poet unafraid of spelling mistakes or errors of syntax, Bonin 
experiments. As in his ‘collections’ of receptacles, found in 
Morandi, Bonnard or Matisse and piled up on a single canvas 
hung vertically from which they appear to overflow, at the 
same time as their imaginary content. The simple pleasure 
of repeating a gesture and a pattern here gives the painter 
an alibi. But what matters is the manipulation of language, of 
painting, or, in the words of Paul Valéry, “the sequence of acts, 
the acquisition of the independence of movements of the spirit”. 
This Bonin has grasped: “You have to submit to the rules of the 
games, but to take them for what they are.”   

Some canvases feature a pencilled academic grid, quite 
obviously added at the very last. Normally, this grid pattern is 
sketched at the start, to guide the strokes, facilitate writing and 
provide a certain regularity, only to be erased when it has done 
its work. Instead of facilitating the reading, Bonin’s visible grid 
introduces a layer of interpretation. 
The tool also recalls the art of layout, the ‘play’ of rhythms, 
repetitions, accents, references and of metaphors found inter 
alia in advertising.
In his series of canvases representing posters announcing 
fictitious exhibitions or events, Bonin juxtaposes information 
(the artist’s name, the exhibition title, place, dates, illustrations, 
etc.) which exist or existed, but never in this sequence. He 
puts them together as he sees fit, creating a fiction in the realm 
of fantasy, or even a phantasmagoria, etymologically “the art 
of making phantoms speak in public”. This type of spectacle, 
popular in the 18th century, was primarily intended to stimulate 
the emotions of spectators through a combination of the 
fantastic and the supernatural. 

Qui trompe-t-on ici, 2019, oil on canvas, 92x62cm, 
Courtesy Michel Rein



“In life, there are sometimes things one would have liked to 
see,” the artist observes. In childhood he attempt creations 
declared ‘impossible’ by the adult. And he gives free rein to 
the absurd in his current work: Ellsworth Kelly as author of a 
Van Gogh and exhibited in the Jewish Museum of Belgium, for 
example, or Bracha L. Ettinger interviewed by Berthe Morisot 
at the petrol station in El Mirage Lake in 2012.

Bonin composes a custom-made history of art, and his 
pictures are imaginary construction sites assembled from 
existing elements that are, as it were, ‘in stock’, constructed 
and deconstructed layer by layer. For his art also resembles 
a procedure of recovery, associated with disappearance and 
heritage: for him, adding, removing, covering and transforming 
are all pretexts for painting. The memory of a father employed 
in the renovation business, who summed up his work in the 
phrase “When I arrive in someone’s house it’s dirty; when I 
leave, it’s clean” has left its mark.

Martial Raysse (ou l’hésitation numéro XIV), 
oil on canvas, gesso, pencil, 100 x 80 cm, 
2020, Courtesy Michel Rein

Ellsworth Kelly (ou l’hésitation numéro 
XIV), 2019, oil on canvas, gesso, pencil, 
160x120cm, Courtesy Michel Rein



In a new series designed for his exhibition at the Botanique, 
Bonin lines his canvases with A4 photocopies of art books 
which he overlays before drawing on a catalogue of 
autobiographical and anecdotal subjects. He reproduces these 
subjects and then isolates the details, concealing the rest in 
veils of white paint, making his works almost illegible, abstract. 
His Saint Michael and the Dragon, for example, references 
the logo and the characteristic odour of the Gosset-St-Michel 
tobacco warehouses in the Brussels commune of Molenbeek, 
a memory from his childhood in the 1970s. Similarly, his Saint 
Sebastian can only be recognised by the few arrows recalling 
his martyrdom. The essential is not to recognise the subject 
from the outset, or even to recognise it at all. Instead of giving 
the viewer, the consumer, ‘easy’ images, Bonin counters 
his desire for an instant reading with a codified, dense and 
sometimes opaque work which takes us hostage

In a new series designed for his exhibition at the Botanique, 
Bonin lines his canvases with A4 photocopies of art books 
which he overlays before drawing on a catalogue of 
autobiographical and anecdotal subjects. He reproduces these 
subjects and then isolates the details, concealing the rest in 
veils of white paint, making his works almost illegible, abstract. 
His Saint Michael and the Dragon, for example, references 
the logo and the characteristic odour of the Gosset-St-Michel 
tobacco warehouses in the Brussels commune of Molenbeek, 
a memory from his childhood in the 1970s. Similarly, his Saint 
Sebastian can only be recognised by the few arrows recalling 
his martyrdom. The essential is not to recognise the subject 
from the outset, or even to recognise it at all. Instead of giving 
the viewer, the consumer, ‘easy’ images, Bonin counters 
his desire for an instant reading with a codified, dense and 
sometimes opaque work which takes us hostage.

White flag, oil and gesso on canvas,
200x140cm, 2018, Courtesy Michel Rein



Secondly, there is the white of ‘Moby Dick’, symbolic of the 
story of a white sperm whale, with this passage through the 
whiteness and the void, and the terror they evoke which 
Bonin found in Melville’s novel. The theme of nothingness or 
disappearance emerges in the artist’s small canvases from 
which the subject has been totally obliterated, in reference 
to Robert Rauschenberg’s 1953 work Erased de Kooning 
Drawing. With this sheet of almost blank paper, Rauschenberg 
tried to show that a work of art could be produced by erasure, 
by the removal of traces rather than their accumulation. 
However, while Rauschenberg’s point of departure was an 
original, Bonin pursues the question with ambiguous and 
confusing canvases, signed Bonin and entitled ‘Erased 
Vandenberg’, or ‘Erased Bonin’.

Finally here is a picture entirely erased, but for the words I did not 
want to paint this painting. Bonin calls it “truth painting”, perhaps 
echoing the phrase “I owe you the truth in painting and I shall 
tell it to you,” written by Cézanne shortly before his death and 
expressing a performative commitment. Starting with Cézanne, 
painting must be an action, it must do something.
Bonin reconciles two theories of painting. On the one hand, the 
notion of painting as a simple occupation, like building; and on 
the other, the idea that that “painting is intellectual”, something 
born of the mind. Bonin creates in the manner of an uninhibited 
poet, blurring the distinction between form and object. His 
works stand as documents, evidence, accomplices in this well-
constructed conundrum. 

 Charlotte Friling, 2020

Saint-Sébastien, oil on canvas and collage, 
200 x 140 cm, 2019, Courtesy Michel Rein

Erased, 18 x 13 cm, 2019, 
Courtesy Michel rein



CV BONIN

Born in 1977 in Brussels, where he lives and works, Sébastien Bonin 
graduated from La Cambre art school.

He works as an artist, photographer and painter.

SOLO EXHIBITIONS

2019
Nycthéméral, Michel Rein Gallery, Brussels, Belgium

2018
A l’arrière-plan, le nouveau pont, Montecristo Project, Sardinia, Italy

2017
Le désespoir des singes, Island, Brussels, Belgium

2016
Kledze Hatal, D+T Project, Brussels, Belgium

2014
Salon indien, Island, Brussels, Belgium.
Vue d’un aigle par un hibou, Le Cabanon, Astene, Belgium

2013
Suzy cream cheese, c-l-e-a-r-i-n-g, Brussels, Belgium

2012
El Mirage Lake, Island, Brussels, Belgium
 
GROUP EXHIBITIONS 

2019
Une île (Fun/Run), L’Echo des Vagues, Île d’Yeu, France.
Smoke Signal, Droom Project, Drôme, France.
Rouge, Galerie Michel Rein, Brussels, Belgium.
Je connais des îles lointaines, Droom Project, Drôme, France.
UU - The artist as director, curated by Montecristo Project, Island, 
Brussels, Belgium

2018
Rhaspodies, curated by Alix Janta-Polczynski, Brussels, Belgium

2017
Dalonaz II, Royal, Brussels, Belgium.
Rotonde, La Rotonde, Brussels, Belgium.
Focus, the Museum of Ixelles, Brussels, Belgium.
The Wild West From Bufallo Bill to Bobbejaan, De Warande and 
Venetiaanse gaanderijen, Turnhout and Oostend, Belgium.
Dalonaz, Royal, Brussels, Belgium

2016
Stephan Balleux, Sébastien Bonin, Léa Belooussovitch, Hannu Prinz, 
D+T Project, Brussels, Belgium.
Point of view, Kunsthal Charlottenborg, Copenhaguen, Denmark

2015
Friendly Faces, Johannes Vogt, New York, USA.
186 Louise, 186 Louise, Brussels, Belgium.
Un-scene III, WIELS Contemporary Art Center, Brussels, Belgium.
Cirque Mafate, Super Dakota, Brussels, Belgium.
Sweating like a whore in church, Jeanrochdard, Paris, France.
Lens na Spinoza, Croxhapox / Gent, Belgium.

2014
20.000 Leghe Sotto I Mari, book launch, Le Bal, Paris, France.
The Belgian Six, Palais-des-Beaux Arts, Brussels, Belgium.
Light / Object / Color, Super Dakota, Brussels, Belgium.
Cosmos, book launch, Théophile’s Papers, Arles, France.
Nabla, Abilene Gallery, Poppositions, Brussels, Belgium

2013
Violins without violins, Island, Brussels, Belgium.
Martine à la plage, MNAC, Bucharest, Romania

2012
A Romantic measure, Charlie James Gallery, Los Angeles, USA.

2011
Oh My Book, Les rencontres d’Arles, Arles, France.
Cube, cube/ Beijing, China.



Curation
Violins without violins, Island / Brussels, Belgium.
Des chevals, Island / Brussels, Belgium.
Houston, Island / Brussels, Belgium

Artist Book
Dialoog/Dialogue, Vue d’un aigle par un hibou, Editor: Tim 
Onderberke.
Le Morning, Novembre, 2015, Editor: Herman Byrd.
Cirque Mafate, 2015, Editor: Théophil’s papers.
20.000 Leghe Sotto I Mari, 2014, Editor: Théophil’s papers.
Unphotographable, 2011, Editor: La Manière Noire.

20.000 LEGHO SOTTO I MARI
SEBASTIEN BONIN  

Editor : Théophile’s Papers
Texts : Devrim Bayar
88 pages
300 x 205mm
Edition in 500 copies with 20 special editions

Price : 25 € 



Known for its concerts and art exhibitions, the 
Botanique launches «Bota Kids»: a project to 
get the youngest to know the world of music 
and visual arts in their own way.

From : 3 years old

Sunday 8 March 2020

10:00 - Visit of the exhibition Sébastien Bonin
11:00 - 12:00 - Concert: Alaska Gold Rush
12:00 - Drink
 
Rates : €8 / -15 years old: €5

Wednesday 11 March 2020

15:00 - Visit of the exhibition Sébastien Bonin
16:00 - 17:00 - Concert: Ozferti
17:00 - Drink
 
Rates : €8 / -15 years old: €5

Sunday 05 April 2020

10:00 - Visit of the exhibition Sébastien Bonin
11:00 - 12:00 - Concert: Halehan
12:00 - Drink
 
Rates : €8 / -15 years old: €5



EVENTS
• Interactive Sundays
Sun. 23.02.2020 I 3 - 4:30 pm I FR/NL 
Sun. 19.04.2020 I 3 - 4:30 pm I FR/NL 

Price : included with entry to the exhibition — Free guided tour 

• MUSEUM NIGHT FEVER    
Sat. 14.03.20 I 7 pm – 1 am
Botanique : Serres – Museum – Galerie – Bibliothèque - Witloof

Play Game - Investigation at the Botanique ! (FR)

For the Museum Night Fever, Le Botanique turns into a giant Cluedo and 
offers you an evening full of twists and turns! 
Join the Bota Investigation Brigade (BIB) and solve the murder of José 
Trousseau, the building’s caretaker, whose lifeless body was found the 
same morning. 
Did he have anything to hide? Or on the contrary, a terrible secret to 
reveal? Who could have wanted to harm him? And why would he do 
that?
The Botanique’s greenhouses have ears as well as its staff... Go and 
meet them in order to elucidate this investigation and bring calm to the 
Botanique. 

At the Museum, discover the paintings of Sébastien Bonin, with or 
without a guide (FR and NL). 

DJ set : Adriaan de Roover

Free guided tours I 7 - 10:30 pm I FR/NL

INTERACTIVE GUIDED VISIT
Duration: 1h I 25 participants max. per guide — Languages — FR / NL / EN / ES

Follow our guides for an interactive discovery of the exhibition adapted to 
the specificity of your group.  

Rates: 
• Flat rate for young people (under 26) / school groups: €60 plus
admission to the exhibition
• Flat rate for adult group: €70 plus admission to the exhibition 

Accompanying adults free

Reservations essential from Monday to Friday, 10.00 - 18.00, 
phone 02/226.12.75 or e-mail expos.edu@botanique.be

Head of the Exhibitions
Grégory Thirion :
expos@botanique.be 

Press
FR : Pascale Bertolini
pascale.bertolini@botanique.be

NL : Kris Mouchaers
kris.mouchaers@botanique.be

E.R. Le Botanique - Paul-Henri Wauters - 236 rue Royale, 1210 Bruxelles

NEXT EXHIBITIONS IN 2020

Museum Galerie

Elise Peroi
28.05 - 05.07.20

Stephan Balleux - Cédric Dambrain
28.05 - 02.08.20

www.botanique.be


