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The Art of Surprise

As M. Huget pressed his weathered face up against the woman's bosom, Vincent Lefèvre felt his confidence recede into the warmly enveloping folds of the tatty leather armchair. Five yards away, with all the proficient and untrusting scrutiny of a surgeon dealing with a particularly foul or unusual foreign body, his art supervisor was examining his final submission for the term: a portrait of a reclining nude. Huget was a curiously ambulatory critic, pacing round the room to inspect the piece from acute angles and outlandish distances that seemed to preclude any objective evaluation of its merit. When at last he spoke, he was braced uncomfortably against the far wall, and it was to the easel, not Vincent, that he addressed his faltering inquiry:

“Is it art?”

Huget was a small man with an avuncular mien and twinkling eyes that bestowed boyish curiosity rather than severity, and his queries and observations were couched in the sort of sententious generalities that would not have made him an imposing detective. And yet it was with a familiar frisson of terror that Vincent searched in vain for an answer that would allow him to escape the reality of his inestimable ignorance in this regard.

“It's a painting of a nude, monsieur. I hardly see what could be more typically artistic.”

“That,” said Huget with a grin, returning to sit opposite Vincent at the leather-topped desk, “Is rather my point.”

“I don't understand, monsieur.”

“Art, Vincent, is not merely a matter of execution. Technically, your painting is good, excellent even. And yet I find it conceptually...” – he selected the word with the relish of a child picking a particularly choice sweet from the jar – “infantile. Great art, you see, must provoke. Disturb. Astound. It must show us what our eyes cannot see. It must never provide answers, only pose questions. Above all, art must take reality by surprise.”

“Sagan,” muttered Vincent.

Huget laughed. “What did I say about never providing the answers?” Vincent did not return his playful smile. “You will recall,” continued Huget, “That you are expected to complete your final project over the summer. In August, you must present your complete body of work for examination. For this the École provides a grant of 5,000 euros. The brief is open. The opportunity is yours to be bold, creative, original, daring,” he said, tossing adjectives into the ether with the joyous abandon of a Masson flinging sand and glue at his canvas. “Or,” he added in conspiratorially hushed tones, “You may see it as 5,000 euros with which to do anything you like.”

“Within reason.” Vincent wasn't quite sure if he was asking Huget a question or completing his sentence for him.

Huget leaned closer and offered his pupil one of his mischievous twinkles. “Or without it.”

*
*
*

As he ruminated on the day's events over a fortifying beer at a local café, Vincent's mood was a heady mixture of exhilaration at the freedom that the project afforded him and frustration at his inability to come up with an idea that didn't seem trite, absurd – infantile. Then, of course, there were the lingering dregs of his rancour from Huget's admonishment. Of course he knew what art was – he'd been studying the thing for three years, for goodness' sake. And to criticise him for painting a nude of all things – would he have chided Boucher, Courbet, Manet? He could feel the sense of injustice rising inside him like the gassy bubbles racing to the surface of his lager. 

“He said what?” Sitting at the small table with Vincent was Christophe. Christophe was Vincent's best friend, a position he had come to fill more or less by default with the departure or degeneration of various other childhood acquaintances. Dry, analytical, a journalist by trade, Christophe was a rather welcome counterpoint to the more impetuous extremes of Vincent's artistic temperament. Not, of course, that Vincent would ever have let him suspect as much. Those familiarly inquisitive eyebrows reminded him that he was in the middle of a story.

“He said it was infantile.”

“Christ. You didn't do him a crayon sketch of your house did you?”

“No, in fact it was a nude. An infantile nude. Funny, 'cause you don't see many four-year-olds in life-drawing classes, but there you go.”

“And what are you supposed to do with the 5,000 euros?”

Vincent sent his cigarette butt cartwheeling into the gutter with the insouciant flick he had first mastered one adolescent summer. “Anything I like. As long it's shocking. Provocative. Apparently I've got to take reality by surprise.”

“I see. What's your strategy? Turn off the lights and sneak up on it from behind?”

“As funny as this may be for you, this project could very well make or break my artistic career, and unless the right side of my brain wakes up some time soon, chances are it's going to be the latter.”

“Why don't you just blow the money on a party? That'd really shock him.” Vincent laughed bitterly, but he realised Christophe was not laughing with him. “I'm serious. Rent some place out, invite all the bright young things of the Parisian art scene, and bring your camera. Then go crazy – I'm talking sex, drugs and rock and roll, and the more graphic the better, 'cause remember you're getting this all on film. I'm coming too, of course – I'll write it up for the Figaro. 'École des Beaux-Arts student blows grant on one-night orgy' – that's your shock and provocation right there. Hand in the photos and the press cuttings in your final dossier – tell them it's a comment on the irresponsibility of youth, biting the hand that feeds it and all that. Why the hell not?”

Vincent knew all too well that trying to part Christophe from an idea was like trying to wrest a bone from a particularly tenacious dog, and, in the deliciously hazy befuddlement of a half-drunken summer evening, he felt his resolve ebb away. With a dread that didn't seem to register properly, he saw himself clink glasses with his friend.

*
*
*

He had known all along that it was a mistake. He had allowed himself to be seduced by the pleasantly lurid colours of the photographs, the schoolboy thrill of the small media storm, most of all by the insane logic of the whole enterprise. Huget had wanted him to shock, to step outside his comfort zone, to take an idea and run with it, and he had done all those things. But as he shrunk into the recesses of the armchair and watched Huget's stern back as he poured himself a coffee, he realised this was an absurdly flimsy defence, and it would not protect his dreams of an artistic career for very much longer. Had he really expected that those thin lips would turn upwards in a proud smile, had he really imagined that wizened hand would extend from that purple corduroy sleeve to clasp his own in congratulation? 

“Tell me,” said Huget finally, in the slow, measured tones of a man trying to hold back a rising tide of quiet fury, “What exactly you were thinking when you came up with this idea.”

The rationalization that Vincent had rehearsed over and over in his head was weak and wavering. He could not bear to meet his teacher's eyes; instead, he stared at his hands as he heard the hollow echo of his own craven justifications ring around the room.

“You do realise,” said Huget, “This is the single most outrageous act in the École's proud history.”

Vincent nodded with a sudden remorse that felt wholly inadequate.

“Perhaps,” said Huget, “That was why I loved it so much.” Vincent's uncomprehending mind did not immediately understand the cathartic giddiness that overcame him. Slowly, he lifted his gaze with the reverent cautiousness of a man who suspects he may be in a dream and does not wish to wake up. There was that familiar twinkle. 

“The École wishes to offer you a full scholarship,” continued Huget, “In the hope that you'll continue to produce work of such extraordinary conceptual” – he chose his word with customary care – “maturity.” Huget circumnavigated the desk with spry steps and extended his purple corduroy sleeve to lay his wizened hand on Vincent's shoulder. “Nice to know,” he said with a laugh, “That reality retains its capacity to take the artist by surprise.”

