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French abstract artist Pierre
Soulages, who has died aged 102,
was the Henry Ford of painting: for

him there was just one colour, black, and
he spent a lifetime exploring the light
within it. “I love the authority of black, its
severity, its obviousness, its radicalism,”
the tall painter who was himself always
clad in black, declared.

“It’s a very active colour. It lights up
when you put it next to a dark colour,” he
told AFP in an interview in February
2019. Soulages’s death was confirmed to
AFP on Wednesday by his longtime
friend Alfred Pacquement, who is also
president of the Soulages museum in
southern France.

Works by the best-selling French artist
have commanded seven-figure sums,
with a 1960 canvas of thick black stripes
selling at auction at the Louvre for $10.5
million in 2019.

A household name in France but less
known internationally, his paintings hung
in more than 110 museums around the
world, including the Guggenheim in New
York and London’s Tate Gallery, with
hundreds more housed in the Musee
Soulages in his southern hometown of
Rodez.

For his 100th birthday in December
2019, he was treated with a retrospective
at the Louvre-a rare honour for a living
artist. 

Beyond black 
Soulages titles all his pieces

“Peinture”, or “Painting” in English, distin-
guishing them afterwards by their size
and date of production. When he was
around 60, he shifted from black to the
reflection of light from black-a technique
he called “outrenoir” or “beyond black” in
English.

It involved scraping, digging and etch-
ing thick layers of paint with rubber,
spoons or tiny rakes to create different
textures that absorb or reject light, taking
him to what he called a “different coun-
try” from plain black.

Standing 1.9 metres (six-feet 2-inch-
es) tall, “his body language is often
described in the same terms as his paint-
ings: strong, vital, powerful,” the New
York Times noted in 2014. Hollywood
celebrities including Alfred Hitchcock
reportedly snapped up his works.

Dark obsession 
Born on December 24, 1919, he was

even as a child obsessed by the dark
sheen of ink. With all his “black marks on
paper”, his mother would tease him that
he “was already mourning her death”, he
said in the AFP interview.

He showed his first works shortly after

World War II in 1947. While contempo-
raries and friends, such as Hans Hartung
and Francis Picabia, were dabbling in
colour, he opted for the walnut stain used
on furniture to create geometric works on
paper or canvas.

For a while he even tried daubings of
dark tar on glass. At 33, Soulages
showed at the prestigious Venice
Biennale in 1954 and held his first solo
New York exhibition just two years later.

Black was not just his obsession, he
said, wondering: “Why did people in pre-
historic times draw in black inside dark
black caves when they could have used
chalk?” Soulages was also known for
perfectionism: if he was not 100 percent
happy with a painting, “I burn the canvas
outside. If it is mediocre, it goes,” he told
AFP. He is survived by his wife of 80
years, Colette. — AFP

More than 50 animal species previ-
ously thought to be mute actually
communicate vocally, according

to a study published on Tuesday which
suggested the trait may have evolved in
a common ancestor over 400 million
years ago. The lead author of the study,
evolutionary biologist Gabriel Jorgewich-
Cohen, told AFP he first had the idea of
recording apparently mute species while
researching turtles in Brazil’s Amazon
rainforest. “When I went back home, I
decided to start recording my own pets,”
Jorgewich-Cohen said. That included
Homer, a turtle he has had since child-
hood. To his great excitement, he dis-
covered that Homer and his other pet
turtles were making vocal sounds.

So he started recording other turtle
species, sometimes using a hydrophone,
a microphone for recording underwater.
“Every single species I recorded was
producing sounds,” said Jorgewich-
Cohen, a researcher at Zurich University
in Switzerland. “Then we started ques-
tioning how many more animals that are
normally considered mute produce
sounds.” As well as 50 species of turtle,
the study published in the journal Nature
Communications also included record-
ings from three “very strange animals”
considered mute, he said.

They include a type of lungfish, which
has gills as well as lungs that allow it to
survive on land, and a species of caecil-
ian - a group of amphibians resembling
a cross between a snake and a worm.
The research team also recorded a rare

type of repti le only found in New
Zealand called a tuatara, the only sur-
viving member of an order called
Rhynchocephalia which once spanned
the globe. All the animals made vocal
sounds such as clicks and chirps or
tonal noises, even if they were not very
loud or only made them a few times a
day.

Common vocal ancestor 
The research team combined their

findings with data on the evolutionary
history of acoustic communication for
1,800 other species. They then used an
analysis called “ancestral state recon-
struction”, which calculates the probabili-
ty of a shared link back through time.

It had previously been thought that
tetrapods - four-limbed animals - and
lungfishes had evolved vocal communi-
cation separately. “But now we show the
opposite,” Jorgewich-Cohen said. “They
come from the same place”. “What we
found is that the common ancestor of
this group was already producing
sounds, and communicating using those
sounds intentionally,” Jorgewich-Cohen.
The common ancestor lived at least 407
million years ago during the Palaeozoic
era, the study said.

John Wiens - an evolutionary biology
professor at Arizona University in the
United States who was not involved in
the research - said the suggestion that
“acoustic communication arose in the
common ancestor of lungfish and
tetrapods is interesting and surprising”.
Wiens, who published a 2020 paper
called “the origins of acoustic communi-
cation in vertebrates”, welcomed the
new data for the additional species. But
he suggested the study might not “nec-
essarily distinguish between animals
making sounds and actual acoustic com-
munication”.

Jorgewich-Cohen said the
researchers had indeed set out to identi-
fy sounds animals made specifically for
communicating, by comparing video and
audio recordings to find matches for par-
ticular behavior. They also recorded the
animals in different groups “so we could
tell if there are sounds that are only pro-
duced in specific situations”, he said. He
acknowledged that some species were
hard to study as they do not vocalize fre-
quently and “tend to be shy”, adding that
further research was needed.— AFP 

Photographs taken during a press preview of the exhibition ‘A Chair and You’ in Lausanne, on
October 26, 2022, shows contemporary chairs exposed in dark space at the Museum of
Contemporary Design and Applied Arts (MUDAC). The 1500 sq m stage exhibition shows one of
the World’s largest private collections of artist, designer and architect chairs, initiated in the
1990s by Swiss Thierry Barbier-Mueller revealing the history of design from the 1960s to the
present day. The exhibition runs until February 5, 2023. — AFP

File photo taken on October 11, 2012 French
painter, engraver and sculptor, Pierre
Soulages poses in front of one of his paint-
ings prior to the opening of the exhibition
entitled “Soulages XXIe siecle” (Soulages
XXI century) at the Museum of Fine Arts of
Lyon. Pierre Soulages died at age 102. 

French President Francois Hollande (C, left) listens to French painter Pierre Soulages (C, right) as they look at photographs
during the inauguration of the Soulages museum in Rodez. 

French President Jacques Chirac (2nd R), his wife Bernadette (2nd L) and French abstractionist Pierre Soulages (L) look
on, while visiting the Hermitage Museum to inspect an exhibition of Soulages. —  AFP photos

Child plays on a tree in the Boa Fe riverside community, on the banks of the Manicore river, deep
in the Amazon rainforest in Brazil’s Amazonas State.— AFP photos 

Photo shows an ornate or painted wood turtle,
one of the species previously thought to be
mute that was recorded making vocal sounds
in a new study.

Life imitates tart:
Japanese shop mistakenly
sells plastic pastries

Japan’s plastic food samples are a
multi-million-dollar industry, but one
pastry shop’s fake egg tarts are so

life-like that its staff unwittingly sold five
to customers. Plastic food samples,
known as ‘shokuhin sampuru’, are made
in painstaking detail to look as realistic
as possible, from moisture droplets on a
chilled glass of beer to the glistening sur-
face of a bowl of ramen.

The plastic pastries at Osaka-based
Andrew’s Egg Tart are so convincing that
even staff couldn’t tell the difference and
unwittingly sold five of them on Saturday
to two unsuspecting customers at a pop-
up stand near a station in Tottori in west-
ern Japan. ‘We are very sorry that we
mistakenly sold the samples,’ a company
representative told AFP on Wednesday.
A clerk realized the mistake soon after
the sale and the customers luckily
returned the fake tarts to the stand
before taking a potentially painful first
bite. Stickers will now be used to distin-
guish the real thing from the plastic
desserts to avoid future custardy catas-
trophes.— AFP 


