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On a cold morning in January, the artist Gene Mann darts into
a patisserie in downtown Geneva, Switzerland's cosmopolitan
jewel of city at the southwestern tip of Lake Léman, the home
of countless watchmakers, private bankers and international
organizations, for a cup of hot coffee and a petit pain.

She’s tucked into a thick overcoar, and from the scarl on her head, the tips of a carrot-colored coif
stick out like the shoots of a bush in a pb}‘th:dnfi: farese. *1 need to CECApE the Bise and thaw oL,
says Mann, referring to the bracimg alpine wind that sweeps mercilesaly through the region in win-
ter. “I need ro gather my thoughts.”

Mann frecly admirts thar she doesn' iu“}' -L'ml:l-|:|-|.|:|I the ngznd:rr}' preciston=—in business, com-
munications and horology—or which Geneva, the birthplace of Calvinism, has |r.|-|,li|i|'|:1::|.||:|.I een
prowud, Right now she is focusing on preparations for a forthcoming solo exhibition, even as she thinks
about the finishing rouches she will apply to some new works in progress that will be featared in v

For this I'ﬂu:ll!r!-' :-r”-uup.h.i. 53-}'1:::'-:.‘4.! maker of mixed-media [ul.|:|:|1qg_1.,n:u|i.1g¢li. ancd wu!pmn—;,
the stakes mrmuﬁding this g.ll-hn']r sl Feel unu-:ual]:r high. That iz because i will be her Rrst-ever
s presentatecd at Krugher 8 Cie. Art Contemporain, one of Europe’s most prestigious galleries of
madern and contemporary art. Pounded in 1962 by Jan Krugser (1928=20038), a Polish-born survivor
of the Mazi concentration camps and a legendary, discerning acsthete, the gallery is now run by his
daughrer, Tzils Keugier. It i koown for having shown the work of some of modernism's most venes-
ated masters, including Pablo Picasso, Alberto Giacometti, Balthus, Giorgio Moarandi and Abexander
Cabder. (Late lase year, Krugiee's Mew York branch closed after a run of more than owo decades.)

"I'm both very excited and somewhat nervous abouor the exhibition,” Mann says as she sips her
cottee. “This important gallery’s recognition of the character and qualicy of my work, and of what
' trying to express through it, 18 very meaningful to me,” Mann is the first new artist Teila Kru-
gier has brought into the gallery’s fold since taking over its operation. For Mann’s debur there, she
will choode a retrospective samphing of the artist's works danng back e 20605,

*For the gallery and for myself, Gene's show represents the start of a new phase in oar history, a
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moving boraard,” Krugier sabd in an interview in Geneva in April,

o the eve of the exhibition's opening. On a personal level, it would
mark the dealer's stepping out from under her legendary father’s
shadow, At the same erme, she noted, it would Shonor the westhenic
valoes he championed.® That is because Mann's art shares some
cazential technbeal and themiatic aspects with the work of some of
the familiar moderniis whose art the gallery has shown in the past
and which it seill sells today, Among them: its sense of freedom and
experimentation ad its exploration of the emational-psychologecal
la nguage of abitraction.

Barn in Grenoble, at the Poot of the .-"||p1. 10 southeiasiern France,

Mlann moved to Paris as o teenager and fell in with a communéty of
musicians. “The crazy mood of Godard’s Alm Breatlless—1 lived
1™ she recalls, In 1980 she moved to Geneva, where she started
to make paintings after first covering the walls and ceilings of her
home with hand-painted designs, Around that nme an exhibition
of Goya drawings made a big impression on her. “It left me in
tenrs, it was so moving,” she recalls. Pracricing as an interior dec
orator and suditing clastes at local art schools, Mann developed
ber own mode of making temi-abstract images. Thoie pictures,
whach she has |uf~.‘|'|'.r|.u| in such series a5 Terndres bumains (Ten
der Humans), Exquises turbrlevices {Exguisite Turbulences) and



her angeing production of Petits carnds [Lirtle Siquares, or small,
abstractly pamted picces of cardboard) are rich in suppested visual
textures and i real, physical texrures alike,

When Mann was in her early 205, her mother revealed that
the man who Gene had been told was her father—he had died
before she was born—had been, in face, her uncle [the brother of

the father of her younger siblings),
=1 had |-.r=1|g sensed thar something
in my family’s story did ot make
sense,” Mann says during an inber-
wiew in her studio in Carouge, a
guiet town of old, low-rise build-
ings that hurd-,-H ':.-l;nrv.,l Eik 1h|:
songh, just across the Avre River.
“When my mother told me the
truth, it was & tearful, liberating
moment and, | beliewe, the start of
my serigus work as an amie” For
Mann, making art starced to fecl
ever more therapeutic and urgent;
tosr wigwers, she believes, her work
can be therapeuric or cathartic,
Madeleine Spicrer, a Geneva-
based artise with whom Mann has
r|'||=:-:-'l.'-.| & |r|r|1l.‘|-.-|1:p aind artiatic
dialogue for many vears, says,
"o 18 nit afradd to CX pErIMment,
o take chancei—isn't that whai
sbl areses abould dod® JpACIeT, whi
wan Boen in 1926 b Trewe, lzaly,
mikes abstract r‘-ﬂ1l‘|f|!|ﬁ'il:l”.1.|.',,l|"|-
and "|l."|I|Fl!'.II.1| oilbjects g recy
cled paper and cardboard; for her
energy and inventiveness, she is
greatly admired by younger art-
ws, Decades ago, she was the com
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paneon of the Dutch artist Bram van Velde (1895=19811, whiose
work was associated with Europe's post=-"World ‘War 11 absrracr-
art tendency known as “ard mformel. ” Spierer’s lane sivter was
the dealer Jan Krugier's first wife; Spicrer is Tzila Krugier's aunt

“For some time, the three of us—we were all orbiting around
cach other,” Mann notes. Tzila Krugier savs, “10% not unusual for

a dealer o keep an eye on an artis
tor a while belore |:||.';|i|:||L het to
present a show. Over the years, [
had seen Gene's work at differem
venues, More rocently [ decded to
OfEAnLEs an exhibition.”

Jlan Krogier once observed, =A
drawing is the first cry of human-
it¥ et goes back to something
decp and primitive.” Mann's art
is ronted in drawing or, even more
basically, in & rodimentary, con-
scientious sense of mark-mak-
ing, Many of her works, with
their inky splotches, patches
of impasto and zigrag strokes,
appear to share affinities with
ancient writing systems or with
the gestural bravura of classic
absrract expressionism. They
reflect the pure creative impulue,
unaffected by critical theory or
a self-conscious sense of art his-
tory, that is found 0 ard brud,
(=Art brwr” or “raw art.” o the
French verm that has been used
i Europe dnce the mid-19404
to refer to the creations of non
m.ndq.'nlu.ﬂ?:. trained ariits who
work outside the social-cultural
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mainstream. In English, they are known as
“outsider™ or more broadly as "self-taught™
artists.) Mann admires oursider art but does
nast try to imatate it. The pedl subject of her
wierk, with its references to the human Rgure
and use of an abstract visual language to con-

vey ambiguous thoughts and emotions, is the
faw encrgy of artistic creation itself,
However, she suggests, as much as art is
barn in and of any armist's imagination, it is in
the physical world that it is made and in which
soine of the most resonant art has always found
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its sources. One of Mann's artistic heroes is the French poet FRené
Char (1907=88), who hobnobbed with the Surrealists in the early
193%0s and served in the French Resistance during World YWar
I Char once observed, =1t is the spirst behind yvour acnons and
words that announces vour inner state,” 5o i 15, Mann savs, that
wlbE sITivEs 1o oreate art that is honest and passiGnate, and that
expresses 3 fundamental belief in the jov of human freedom.

The kind of eves-wide-open, responsible appreach to lile
Char advocated was one the post-"World War Il French existen-
lalist thinkers, in their own terms, would describe as "awthen-
tie.” It colors Mann's owtlook, In her case, it is mixed withan
insowciant peie de vivee that can be senscd in the spontanecus
compositions of her Lirtle Squares (here a joyoeus blob, there
a face emerging throagh the colored murk}, any one of which,
greatly enlarged, could successiully fomcrion as a large-scale
abstrace painting. Thar spirit alse pulses theough the mixed-
media absrractions in her Exquisite Turbulences series. Their
carthy tones and spiky lines recall the primeval mark-making
of the Paleolithic era, which can still be scen on the walls of
the famous Lascaux caves in southwestern France.

“Ciene's line iz calligraphic,” obderves Yuraka Miyawaki, the
head of Galerle Miyawaki, a well-kinowen gallery in Kyoan, Japan,
thar specializes in modern and contemporary art from Ease Asia
and the West. Miyawaki saw Mann's work in Geneva in 2003; the
Acxt year, he pn.'s-rnl!:d it for the firse tiee at his g.:l.”rr ¥, whecre,
in recent years, he has also shown Europeatn st bril. “Gene's
work strikes an agsthetic chord in the context of Eriy g.:”rr:r's
Art program amd with rcplrd to the jJ.p.mcvr eensibility,” the
dealer notes. At his 5:.1||-:"r:.' 0 a City Blled with ancicat Baddhis
temples, Mann has shown mixed-media collage-painiings and
small, Japanese-made iketchbooks with accordion-fold pages
filled with abstract images. For a show at Galetie Miyawakis
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in 2005, Mann even covered the gnl|er:."1 plate-glass windaw,
which faces the street, with an all-ower, lace-like line drawing
in klack paint of infertock ing human HHIJE{"«.. By davy, the image
seemed to floar in the air as it marked the border berween inte-
rigr and exferior space,

On a balmy April evening in Geneva, overcoans have BIVED
WEY [0 I'F-h'; jackers. It is time for the opening of Manns exhi-
birion. Omn the wav o the gnlln,'n, at the end of a cobblestone
street in the city's hiszoric Vieille Ville (OMd Town), the artist
possrs 4 coin inito the hae of 5 Efoup of young men from Por-
tugal, dressed in tailcoats, who are singing a plaintive song
from their homeland. " Their muosic is lovely,” Mann says as
she walks on, adjusting a velver hat-ring around her untame-
able hairdo, *and the musicians are handsome!™

That kind of exuberance is part of an unabashedly hamanistic
spirit she routinely pours into her et In facr, such inbections energy
goed a long way towaed explaining hee work's allure, (Arriving st
the gallesy. Mann will find thar several pieces have already been
soldd.) Her simple images of semi-absteact buman Agures and her
I'rvrvrwhl:l:lllly. abarracriong celebrare the VEFY basic act of I'l1.li:l‘-1;|_‘;
a lasting, personal mark, a gesnare that emphatically says, “"lam
alive and | am here.™ B
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