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Somewhere here hides the beginning
Jina Khayyer in conversation with Etel Adnan
and Simone Fattal, two artists who have shared
their lives and worked beside one another for
more than 40 years. For the first time, Adnan
and Fattal give an interview together, discussing what it means to be: an artist, a poet, a
painter, a sculptor, a woman, an Arab, a human in exile.
A tree can’t bloom without its root
Etel Adnan was an only child to a Greek mother
and a Syrian father, born in 1925 in Beirut,
Lebanon. She grew up in the Beirut of the late
‘20s, ‘30s, and ‘40s, a vibrant city in the making, where Arabic, French, Greek, Armenian,
Turkish, and English coexisted, and all streets
led to the sea. Adnan dreamt of becoming
an architect, but her ambition brought nothing but laughter: Girl, you want to become
an architect; ah-ha-ha-ha-ha. But the most
crushing comment came from Adnan’s own
mother: Don’t you think you are too clumsy?
This rebuttal stayed with Adnan for almost 30
years of her life. But it wasn’t the only enduring angst-ridden expression Adnan’s mother
poured over her. When Adnan was coming of
age her mother warned her never to accept
candy from strangers and never to follow men
behind a counter or corner, as they could easily pull out a knife and slit her stomach. Later,
when Adnan was already in her 20s and on her
way to Paris to accept her philosophy scholarship at the Sorbonne, her mother warned her:
In Paris men will eat you alive.
It wasn’t just her mother’s vivid and brutal fears
that had a great influence on Adnan. When
Adnan was 10 years old her mother decided
to restyle her—façon garçon. The latest Paris
looks were in vogue in Beirut. Adnan came
from a well-off family; her father was a highranking officer in the Ottoman Empire, which
meant her parents could afford tailored clothes.
For her new garçon look Adnan was dressed
in a couture suit made from black and white
satin—short, baggy trousers in black satin, a
white satin shirt with long sleeves, and a black
satin necktie. She also acquired a new haircut
based on the famous image of Arthur Rimbaud.
Etel: Being dressed as a boy made me very
happy. I felt special. No other girl among my
acquaintances was dressed like that. In fact,
no boy either. It was a costume for the theatre, or the cinema. But I found myself beauti-

ful. I felt I had been touched by some magic
wand. In fact, it must have strengthened my
identity to be neither completely a girl nor a
boy but a special being having, by magic, the
attributes of the two. My singularities were
multiplying, which gave me confidence to believe in and stand up for myself. I was only
24 when I moved to Paris on a philosophy
scholarship. Although I wanted to become an
architect, I also believed I was born to write
poems. When my mother discouraged me in
my desire to become an architect, I pursued
my other desire. But it wasn’t as easy as it
sounds now. I was torn between the authoritarian values of my family and the modern
society that was slowly shaping around me.
I wanted to go dancing until the early hours
of the morning—my mother always said no.
It felt like a prison, but I know she was only
following the rules of the society she lived
and believed in. I was also torn between two
religions—my father was a Muslim and my
mother was Christian. I was even baptised.
I went to a French Catholic school run by nuns
who urged my parents to get their poor child
baptised. My father never bothered about
belief, but my mother often felt shame and
doubted if she, as a Greek Christian, made
the right choice by marrying a Muslim, an
Arab. Today I call myself non-religious, an
Arab poet, an American writer, a painter.
There is a dialectical relationship between a
person’s life and her work. The work reacts
on life. The world of a writer, even in its most
fictional aspects, is not a pure construction of
the mind. The energy that leads to the creation
of the work, and the very content of the work,
come from life experiences and from certain
memories conveyed by our genes. I cannot
separate the events of my everyday life from
what I write and paint.
Growing up in the Arabic world means having
no privacy, physical or moral. The people of the
Arab world are never left alone. Simone Fattal,
born in Damascus, Syria, in 1942, always lived
under the gaze of everyone around her. Developing intimate thoughts was her first act of
rebellion, the first move towards emancipation.
Fattal’s upbringing was different and yet
similar to Adnan’s. Fattal too was raised by
a strong, ambitious, yet conservative mother
who preferred the word no. There is a beautiful
portrait of Fattal’s parents in Adnan and Fattal’s Paris flat. It sits on a chest of drawers in a
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silver frame, overlooking the salon. Her mother
and father stand proud next to each other on
a veranda, with the landscape of Damascus
at their back.
Simone: For me Damascus was everything
I loved—it still is. It was so beautiful, so quiet;
it was a small town—only 300,000 people
when I was born. The streets were large,
there were trees. My mother was extremely
attached to her parents, especially to her
mother. She went to see them every day and
took me with her. We would take the araba, a
horse-drawn carriage, to the old town, where
my grandparents lived in the most beautiful
house on earth. You entered, via a narrow
alleyway and door, into a huge courtyard with
the most amazing trees and the smell of jasmine. For me that was paradise.

I went back to reading and studied philosophy. In my philosophy class I made two friends
that were painters. I got curious. I had grown
up in a universe without painting. Art in the
Middle East of the ‘40s and ‘50s expressed
itself in architecture and rugs—I went to the
souk to look at rugs like you would go to the
museum to look at paintings. One day, one of
my new friends gave me paint to work with.
I never stopped.
An artist is an artist is an artist
Adnan’s paintings are architectural. She builds
landscapes. Often starting with a red square,
she creates a world using the vocabulary of
architects—turning pyramids into mountains,
lines into the sea, and squares on top of squares
into a reflection of her multiple self.

When Fattal was three she was sent to school,
which was anything but paradise. Like Adnan,
Fattal went to a French school run by nuns—
sadistic nuns, as she recalls. For those who
could afford it, education in the Arab world
was about status. Not just back then; it still
is. French schools are regarded as the best.
Looking at the Arab world today it seems odd
that enabling women a higher education is
a question of honour. But only insofar as it
serves to marry well. It is considered no different to dressing her in a great couture dress. A
woman’s dreams and desires are a threat to the
conventional concept of womanhood. Not only
in the Arab world; it is difficult for a woman
anywhere in the world to break free from the
conventions of womanhood, and even more so
for a woman who decides to be an artist. The
obstacles women faced in the ‘40s, ‘50s, and
‘60s of the past century were enormous, but
Fattal had the strength and courage to fight all
demotivation. At 15 she graduated, received
her baccalaureate, and found art.

Etel: It’s not the multitude of what we do, but
who we are. We all contain multitudes. Different dimensions flow through us. We don’t
need one exclusive identity, being human is
being multiple. Multiple identity is very important because we build our identity with time.
We are not born at point zero; we are born
with certain characteristics and with a certain
health. But between where we are born and
what we become in a lifetime there is a long
path. Identity is also based on memory—what
you remember of your own life. It’s also a
matter of choice. It’s not something hard, like
a stone. We are also what we want to be;
we make choices. For example, I identify with
what I call the Islamic world. This does not
only concern Lebanon. I’m also concerned by
everything that happens in Iran or Syria or Pakistan. When there are problems in Lebanon
or Syria, a certain kind of identity takes over
me, and then there are moments when this
part of my identity is not important because
it’s not being challenged. It is when your identity is challenged that it becomes important.

Simone: I was seven years old and about to take
my first important exam. I loved nothing more
than reading, but as my exam approached
my mother said, ‘Enough with this, you must
prepare for your exam’. Now, I was a little girl
that would read all night long, so I figured if
I can’t read, I must write. I wrote a little novella
and hid it under my mattress. Of course, my
mother found it. She got mad and destroyed
it. If it wasn’t for that trauma, maybe I would
have pursued becoming a writer. Instead

I like to think of myself as a house with multiple rooms. Which would you say is your favourite room in yourself?
Etel: My poet room is very important. I care for
poetry very much. It is the starting point for
me. I started painting with a poem about the
sea and the sun, which are my two favourite
elements. They are related to many beautiful memories of my childhood, my home, my
parents, of growing up in Beirut to become
who I am. But already in the first room I have
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an identity crisis, because I write my poetry in
English. I consider poetry a tribal art that contains the history of a tribe, where rhymes are
composed so they can be easily memorised to
become the library of the tribe. If you pay attention you see how poetry always addresses
itself to a particular group, a particular memory. Even if you read Mallarmé, a Frenchman
whose culture is far from the concept of tribes,
his poetry represents a particular group with a
particular memory. Do you see my problem?
My poetry represents my Arabic identity, yet
I write in English—who is the audience of my
poetry? To whom am I talking? Even if, above
all, I’m talking to myself, I myself have ties,

ties to who I am, to everything that is in me,
to all my memories. But more than memories,
I have a loyalty in me to the Islamic civilisation.
Still, my identity, my notion, must stay open. It
is not closed; we are always becoming.
What is language?
Etel: Language is a tool. It is the first tool
your parents use to communicate with you.
It’s something you share with other people,
a link to other people, a memory attached to
a geography. It is something you can learn, it
is very open. It is not exclusive, and when you
learn a language you learn history. Colours
are language too. It is not because painting

is visual that it is always understandable. The
visual is a language that must be learnt too, as
one learns French or English or Arabic. What
I love about colours though is that we cannot
own colour; we can only accept its reality. And
if there is no possibility of possessing colour,
there is no possession at all. Tools are not
dead objects; they participate, they collaborate, they affect how you think and what you
do. Painting is a tool too, but within painting
there are multiple tools: there is a knife, there
is a brush. And what you do with the brush is
very different to the knife. So, within the language there are sublanguages. For example,
to paint in watercolour I use a brush for the
simple reason that I am impatient. A brush
with watercolours is easy to use. Once you
finish, you rinse it off and you are done. You
can go from one colour to another without
losing much time or energy. When you use oil,
it sticks and dries on the brush, so each time
you have to go to the kitchen and wash the oil
off the brush for hours. Therefore I use a knife
when I work with oil; when I’m done I take a
piece of paper, just wipe the knife, and use
a new colour. This practice has an influence
on my work, as I like doing a painting in one
session. My paintings would be very different
if they were done with a brush.
Working her canvas like a sheet of paper, laid
flat on the table, using a knife rather than a
brush, and accomplishing her paintings in one
session is a work method Adnan picked up in
the ‘70s. She had just returned from California to Beirut, where she met Fattal. Fattal too
had just moved back to Lebanon after studying philosophy in London and Paris. Fattal
was already committed to painting and had
a studio with enough space for two artists,
so she invited Adnan to work in her studio. In
those days Adnan earned her living as a writer,
which didn’t leave much time to paint. Painting
was new for Adnan, something she had just
started to explore—by accident really. Prior to
moving back to Beirut she taught philosophy
of art in California, where a colleague asked
if she had ever tried making art herself. Adnan
waved the idea away, quoting her mother and
insisting that she was too clumsy, but her colleague insisted that she must at least try. So
back in Beirut she tried.
Do you believe it was luck that you and Simone
met, or destiny?
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Etel: I am not sure I believe in destiny, but
I am attracted by the idea of it. For me destiny
means it had to happen, it has to be done—
this had to happen.
And you, Simone, do you believe in luck or
destiny?
Simone: We met by destiny, but we are lucky
that we have so much in common. The wonderful thing about us is that we agree on everything—politically we have the same ideas,
the same commitment, we have the same taste
in art and in literature. In this way it is luck.
Yet our work is so different. It is interesting,
even to us, to observe how two people who
share the same values and live in the same
house can produce such different works.
There is similarity in the sustaining philosophy but complete difference in the expression.
I started my practice with watercolours. When
I looked for motifs, I directed my gaze towards
trees. I had always loved trees and remembered my grandparents’ garden and all the
other amazing oases around Damascus. For
a long time, trees became my favourite motif. Little by little I abstracted the motif until
I started working with white. There is a whole
period, from 1972 until I left Beirut in 1980,
when I worked only in white—a symphony
of paintings in white. I remember an artist
friend once came to visit me in my studio and
said, ‘Of course you paint in white, as that is
all you see around you’. My studio was on the
11th floor, facing another building. Apart from
that, the light in Beirut is very intense, there
is no colour, it over-bleaches everything, so
all you see is grey or white. I had a mountain
view on Mount Sannine, but even Sannine
disappeared in whites, except during sunset
when it was pink. I’m having a show this year
in Beirut, with works from the ‘70s, including
three of those white paintings.
Earlier Etel said, ‘We cannot possess colours,
we can only accept their reality’. How do you
translate your whites?
Simone: A friend of mine, who has followed
my work from the beginning, once said to me,
‘It’s as if you had invented erasing’. Through
taking away everything and making it more
and more abstract, it leaves just enough to
indicate an emotion. But in the case of the
white paintings I also had another goal: to
take my research of white to the point where
I had no more questions. And I did. When

I finished the series, I said to Etel, ‘Now I
have seen all shades of white’. Every colour
has a billion nuances, even white. I saw a
billion whites.
I believe the reason why the painter must
paint, the writer must write, the sculptor must
build is the artist suddenly finds herself possessed by the urgency of her observation. Because suddenly she understood something,
and it is her duty to translate her understanding. But it is often after the work is done that
the artist recognises its meaning. They do it,
and afterwards they see it.
What is memory to you?

Simone: I don’t know. I just know that my past
is always with me. In many different ways;
I cannot escape from it. When I started to
work with clay, I was amazed to see how there
was a history in me which I was not aware
of. Of course, I knew that when I read a book
about Syria it would touch me: Syria is part
of who I am. But that history is contained in
memories which can take over at any time
and spring out of my hands without me noticing. That really surprised me. Memory is
something that surprises you; it’s your identity, it’s yourself, but it only comes through
sometimes. And you never know when it will
come. It’s like an eruption.
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Where is the horizon that separates past and
present?
Simone: It depends on the practice. For the
painter, the present exists. We turn our eyes
every day to the motif. Take Etel: when she
paints these flowers here, she paints them in
the now. She is working completely in the present, and the reason why she is working in the
present is to make sure this present exists. If
she succeeds, this present will exist forever. Or
take photography: it’s all about the moment,
about the instant. There are many ways in
art where the present is in the practice. Even
memory is affected by the present. You have
to have a push and pull between the present

and the past; you don’t get memory alone. It is
the present perspective on the past, otherwise
it’s a dead surface. You create in the now,
with a constant push and pull, but it will take
the future to understand what you’re saying.
Motif comes from motivation
Poetry is also at the heart of Fattal’s clay sculptures. She loves Sumerian poems like the ‘Epic
of Gilgamesh’ (c. 2100 BCE): the story of one
man’s failed quest for immortality. She gets inspired by poetry from Ugarit, a city in northern
Syria near the Mediterranean where the first
alphabet was invented. Another favourite of
Fattal’s is the epic of Zaat el Hima, the story of

a female knight who defends the new caliphate
against the Byzantine world. From these tales
Fattal creates her sculptural characters. While
her paintings are abstract, her clay sculptures
are figurative, embodying epic heroes and
stock characters such as warriors.
What is the sensation of shaping earth?
Simone: When I was still a philosophy student
in Paris, a friend took me to the sculpture atelier of the Peinture Académie on Rue de la
Grand-Chaumière. Back in the day a lot of
artists used to work there; around 1890 Gauguin and Modigliani even lived at 8 Rue de
la Grand-Chaumière. My friend had chosen
a clay class for us. When the teacher gave me
my first piece of clay, I started crying. I cried
for an entire hour. When the class was over I
left, never to return. That was my first encounter with clay. Twenty years later, in California,
I started doing some assemblage and I started
to think about sculpture. I had a friend who
worked with wax, so I tried it, but it wasn’t for
me. I even tried marble before finally returning to my beloved clay. I never stopped.
Earth, clay, is living and breathing, it’s a life
producer. How do you enter the dialogue with
such a strong medium, who dominates the
conversation?
Simone: I have to dominate the conversation,
but the clay is very resistant. It talks a lot. It’s
a strong thing, it doesn’t let you do whatever
you want. It’s a battle. You have to go with it in
order to make it do what you want. Otherwise
it doesn’t work. You have to be terribly gentle,
because it is alive. You have to go slow, but
you cannot go too slow, or it dries out. Also,
every piece of clay is different: some too wet,
some hard. I have to take it on, otherwise it
doesn’t move.
One of your sculptures is called The Wounded
Warrior; is it a self-portrait?
Simone: I’d never thought about that.
I often ask myself if the characters I create
in my books are all me: the me I am, the me
I was, the me I wish I was, the me I’m glad
I never became. Are your sculptures not different you’s?
Simone: That is what the critics say. I don’t
think about this when I create them. For me
they have their own personalities. I put myself
in them, but they don’t necessarily represent
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me. The idea of the wounded warrior, for example, came from one of Etel’s poems. When
I first started working with clay, I remembered
Etel’s line, ‘The dead should come back and
fight the war instead of us’. She wrote that
line in the context of the civil war in Lebanon.
When I remembered that line my first thought
was, ‘We did give a good fight, we fought
standing up’, so I wanted to create these
standing warriors as a witness to this fight.
Of course, we have been wounded, Etel and
I. More than wounded, we nearly died. But
we came back. That’s what my work is about,
coming alive, again and again, as that is what
I’m doing every day, giving life to my ideas.

1978 inspired death threats. Fattal and Adnan
decided to leave Beirut for good and move to
California, to Sausalito, in San Francisco.
Although Adnan knew the landscape, as she
had lived there in the ‘60s, for both artists California awakened a new freedom. Adnan left her
mother’s angst behind her and dared to commit
herself to painting, while Fattal founded PostApollo, a publishing house for experimental literature, and discovered clay as her primary tool.
You need to know who you are to find the best
tool for yourself.
Simone: Yes, but you do that fast. You don’t
analyse every move you make.

What do you look for in your work, what are
you after?
Simone: I look for vigour. Life, vitality, energy—that is what I’m after.
Etel, one recurring motif in your work is the
sea. What connects you with the sea?
Etel: Beirut for me was to go to the sea and
swim. We lived close to the beach and I took
every chance to go swimming, which was
unusual because in those days, in the late
‘20s and ‘30s, girls did not swim. I was one
of the few girls who did. The city then did
not have the developed beaches which people now enjoy. The sea came directly to the
edge of town, there were rocks with small
bodies of water a few hundred metres from
the houses. My mother would sit on one of
these rocks and let me wade in the water. As
a safety measure, she tied a rope around my
chest, a kind of leash that she held carefully.
That’s how I learnt swimming. From a young
age I developed a sensual reaction to the sea,
a fascination, a need. I also had special moments with my father by the sea. He loved to
promenade and watch the sunset. The sea is
in the west, so the sun would dunk into the
sea—that was a big event, every evening.
Painting the sea is like that rope my mother
tied around my chest when she let me swim;
it’s a safety measure. Both the sea and the
mountain help me to orient myself.
Coming alive, again and again
In 1976 Adnan wrote a novel, Sitt Marie Rose,
a tragedy based on the true story of Marie Rose
Boulos who, for her social work among Palestinian refugees during the Arab–Israeli War, was
kidnapped and assassinated. Its publication in

But still, you must have self-confidence and
self-trust to not be lost in your toolbox.
Etel: The notion of trust in art is very important. If you don’t have that trust you will be
paralysed. You cannot work. A lot of doing
what you do has to do with trust. It’s true for
everything, not just for making art. Even when
you walk you don’t consciously analyse every
step you take, you trust and let go, you follow
your trust and keep going. The same for driving a car; imagine overthinking every decision, you would go crazy, you would never
drive. Trust is a very important feeling.
Simone: I had no confidence in myself, but
I have always liked my work, I felt it was good.
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Even though I only get the recognition now,
I’ve never stopped doing it. What helped me
to go on? I had to go on. It was an uncontrollable urge. Even today I’m not sure I have
confidence, but I can judge my work. I am a
very good critic. And of course, it helps to live
with another artist. Being with Etel saved me
in many ways. I am not alone, we go through
everything together, living in exile, living the
trauma of the civil war. If we didn’t have each
other I’m not sure we would have survived.
What’s the most exciting state to be in?
Simone: When I’m in discovery mode and everything is new. When I’m in discovery I have
no time to think or worry.
Etel: When you’re lucky you live and work in
a constant discovery mode. Even when you
solve problems. The task is to find solutions.
Simone: Solving problems is a painful task for
me. I have a big problem with my language.
I have trouble choosing my language. That
is why I don’t write as much as I would like
to. I would like to write a novel, but in which
language? Etel was able to solve this dilemma;
she writes in English and in French, and if
she wants she can write in Arabic too. I can’t.
That’s why a lot of Arab artists choose a visual
language. It feels easier to express yourself
through painting or sculpture than to choose
between your native or a foreign language.
How do you deal with doubts?
Simone: Oh dear, to deal with doubt is a difficult challenge. It is very upsetting. I usually
ask Etel. Etel is very confident, as if at some
point in her life she simply decided to be
confident. Her work is full of decisions, no
hesitation. There are almost no corrections
in her manuscripts, and in the same way her
paintings are succinct. To me, trust doesn’t
come easily. If you are doing something new
you don’t know if it’s good or not, so there is
a doubt. But my experience is that time will
solve the doubt. I never destroy anything. And
time proved me right: when PS1 offered me
a retrospective last year, I had the work. A
lifetime of work.
Applause, applause, applause, and more applause, yes!
There is no money in poetry or experimental
publishing, and for almost seven decades there
was no money in their other practices either.
But money doesn’t drive Adnan or Fattal. Both

accepted that they work for their own loyalty
and a chosen audience. Both believe the intention of art, any form of art, is to be an agent
of reconstruction and dialogue. In an essay by
Fattal about Adnan’s work, Fattal writes, ‘Adnan’s paintings play the role the old icons used
to play for people who believed. They exude
energy and give energy. They grow on you like
talismans. They help in living everyday life …
The quickness of their making, the fact that
they are finished in one sitting, their compactness—with nothing diluted or lost, joins to the
happiness experienced while painting, the joy
of using color. They reflect the praise of the universe … No lamentation, no elegy. Just Love’.
Adnan’s first loves are sun and sea, to which
she returned in 2010 when Carolyn ChristovBakargiev, an Italian–American writer, art historian, and curator, invited Adnan to participate at documenta13, in 2012 (the most influential art exhibition in the world, which takes
place every five years, in Kassel, Germany).
At the age of 85 Adnan found the force and
courage to move back to Beirut for several
weeks, into an apartment facing west and
overlooking the sea, so she could once again
turn her gaze towards her favourite motifs to
create a new body of work for her first major
public exhibition.
Documenta13 had the theme ‘Collapse and
Recovery’, asking all participating artists to
look at moments of trauma, turning points,
accidents, catastrophes, crises—events that
mark moments when the world changes, a task
almost too familiar to Adnan. As peaceful as
her bright abstract landscapes seem, they are
shaped by the displacement and the trauma of
the Lebanese Civil War, and of all wars in the
Middle East. Accompanying her exhibition of
38 small untitled abstract landscapes, Adnan
also published an essay called ‘The Cost for
Love We Are Not Willing to Pay’.
What is that price, Etel?
Etel: Today we have distanced ourselves from
a higher form of love that drove Nietzsche
into madness and the Islamic mystic al-Hallaj into martyrdom. Love for nature seems to
have given way to contempt. How else could
the ecological catastrophe towards which we
are steering be explained? The price to stop it
would be too high, as it would involve a radical change in our way of life, similar to the
experience of conventional love between two
people, which involves such intensity only a
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few are ready to endure it. In love you become
a bird; you stretch out your neck and hear a
song you did not expect. We are speechless.
But there are many more who are not ready
to risk their lives for such a moment. They are
scared, they prefer to remain in their mediocrity. We can understand them; love, in all its
forms, is the most important thing that we are
ever confronted with, but it is also the most
dangerous, the most unpredictable, the most
charged with madness. However, this is the
only salvation I know of.
Last year Simone Fattal had her first museum
exhibition, at MoMa PS1 in New York: a retrospective curated by Ruba Katrib titled ‘Works
and Days’ dedicated to her sculptures.
Simone: It was a nice surprise when PS1
invited me. It was beyond my imagination.
At the gala they gave for me, when I had to
speak, I said, ‘This is not a dream come true;
I never imagined this could happen’. It was a
wonderful moment.
Today Adnan and Fattal live in Paris. Adnan’s
practice at the moment includes painting on
paper and on canvas, continuing her leporellos, creating murals, tapestry, and carpets,
writing poetry and essays, while Fattal is currently preparing her next sculpture exhibition
dedicated to Pompeii, which will open at the
Fondazione ICA in Milan sometime in 2020. For
it, Fattal is investigating archetypes that populated the minds of humanity. This investigation
stops when Christianity rises, as Fattal is not
interested in Christianity. She is looking at the
Greeks, Romans, Syrians, and the Egyptians,
especially at the Egyptian goddess Isis, who
was first mentioned around 2686–2181 BCE.
In art she is usually portrayed as a woman
wearing a throne-like hieroglyph on her head.
Her superpower was to help the dead enter the
afterlife. She was also considered the divine
mother of the pharaoh, the only goddess and
the only woman who was worshipped worldwide as a heroine.

everything that is going on, and we talk about
it and comment on it and cry over it, and then
we try to get on with our day. It is difficult.
There were times when it was very hard to
find the energy to go on with your work. It
still is. The conflict is not solved, the wars go
on, for 60 years the wars go on.
Etel: Getting old or being aware of being old
is to not have a strong sense of the future.
If I want something, I wish it would happen
now or sooner. In the back of my mind, there
is a sense of urgency. When I’m in a painting
phase I paint every day. When I’m in a writing
phase I write every day. Sometimes I like to
split my days, painting in the morning, writing
in the afternoon.
Simone: Etel works from home; my studio is a
few blocks away. Sometimes I come back for
lunch, sometimes I don’t. It depends on what
I’m working on. I also work in phases: when
I paint I paint, when I do watercolours I do
one a day for 30 days, then I turn to sculpture
and I stay with clay for weeks. I don’t mix my
media. After work we dine together, sometimes with guests and friends, sometimes not.
Etel: I’m not that strict. In my painting room
I have different desks: one for my leporellos,
one for my oil paintings, one for my watercolours. Since 2006 I’ve written on the computer,
which is quite nice as I can easily move the
computer around. Here in Paris I like writing
in the dining room.
Simone: I remember those days so well, when
you used to write on a typewriter, not an electric one, a manual one, for which we had to
search far for the ribbons. I loved the sound
of your typewriter, tip-tip-tip-tip.

What does a classic day in your lives look like
at the moment?
Simone: I wake up around eight. Then we
have a very long breakfast, during which we
discuss the latest news. Etel spends all her
night reading the newspaper. In the morning,
when we have breakfast together, she tells me
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