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In this world we walk
On the roof of hell
And look at the flowers

              ISSA KOBAYASHI (1763-1828)

HARD TIME BLUES
A painter and a drawer, Natasha Krenbol belongs to the generation of Jean Dubuffet’s
children - or rather grandchildren - but also to that of poets like Henri Michaux. A
generation which, in contrast to its more sedentary, tutelary fathers, has travelled
widely, and which under every sky and on every continent, has opened out the doors
of perception.
Drawing inspiration from the roots of the blues, jazz, and the traditional music of all
the continents, she is among those artists whose global culture and mixed blood seem
to contain the memory of every vanishing ethnic group: one in a family of primitive
and cosmopolitan poets who belong to the larger family of endangered Mother Earth.
Her works draw their inspiration from what is commonly termed the “Third-World“ and
from contact with countries where life is simple and resources often scarce, and where
genuine social relationships, can still be found. No wonder that her works should open
frontiers, which in her opinion, should have disappeared long ago.

In the process,  another  mental  life  became familiar  to  her  :  “Objective  chances”,
signs, encounters form a web that makes everyday life mystical in an age when life
itself is surreal. For the painter, as for the poet, everything can become a medium of
clairvoyance.  For  these  enlightened  seekers,  the  “naturally  stoned“  wonderfully
hypersensitive  and  in  a  state  of  super-receptivity,  art  is  bound  to  be  almost
hallucinatory or else it just isn’t.

For  anecdote’s  sake  or  for  posterity,  Natasha  Krenbol,  a  being  of  many  names
(sometimes Totopiok, sometimes Ayàt, B Flat, Ayala, Adela Bindu or Nyamkamati the
one that returns to the origins in the Venda language), is a half-etheric figure who
came into being in Zürich. She then disappeared with her dog, she  has been spotted
in Ivory Coast, Morocco and London, before a brief appearance at the Paris School of
Fine Arts, then reappeared here and there, in French Guiana, Africa or California.

Sometimes associated with Turks, Japanese, or Pygmy poets, and at other times with
Congolese writers or South African flute players, she has temporarily set up camp in
the concrete of Paris’s northern suburbs, then in Ardèche, and today on the banks of
the Drôme. For her, painting is total commitment, a way of life, of breathing, as is
music that accompanies her everywhere. 

It is precisely these different moods and combinations that she invites us to discover
in her vibrant paintings, where everything dances and moves — an entire culture that
she carries with her wherever she goes, much like a traveling storyteller carries his
personal mythology. A chorus of small characters, looking as if they have been drawn
by a child’s finger in the condensation of a window pane, or  with the stroke of a
sponge on a freshly wiped milky blackboard : Totopiok’s art has no dimensions and it
projects itself just as easily into the infinitesimal - a postage stamp - as the infinitely



great - long banners rolled round a bamboo stick, like the Japanese kakeshiku. Such
art is the art of all nomads, forced to hide their world under their bed, a mobile art for
our barbarian times, when great empires, made of stone, begin to totter under the
assaults of migrations coming from all quarters.

At  the  beginning  of  the  last  century,  “l’art  nègre”  (black  African  art)  exerted  an
influence  over  artists  in  a  formal  and  rather  external  way.  There  is  no  trace  of
exoticism in Krenbol’s  Africa,  an inner  Africa which reminds us of  the time when,
according to palaeontologists, all men were black. When, a mere species among all
other species, they established magical links with all the dimensions of the cosmos.
Animals, plants, human beings, imaginary creatures, all beings are of equal merit in
Krenbol’s universe, where the small and the great are of equal importance in the eyes
of the Creator.  One senses a particular  tenderness for  the one thousand and one
small,  essential  details  of  contingency,  which  form the  miracle  and  the  charm of
existence. It’s a universe where natural animism prevails, where life runs its course, at
its own pace, stubborn and obstinate like the donkey, Totopiok’s favourite companion.

Man is a player that struts and frets his hour on this abstract stage against a graffiti-
like background. Moreover, it is here perhaps that resides the secret of what gives so
much life to these works : the superimposition of at least two worlds, two concerns, at
variance and at the same time complimentary, just as in life. Here, poetry rediscovers
the space of  free expression,  and one senses the freshness  of  an unfettered and
talented improvisation : one which knows how to, as in music, combine the feeling,
the talent and the very particular sense of balance that great living artists develop by
dint of warding off blows from all sides.

There will be no denying the fact that Krenbol is a poet, but she is a poet with a cause.
A poet in the sense Henry Miller gave to the word when he wrote: “I do not call poets
people who write verse, with rhymes or without, but rather the man who is capable of
profoundly changing the world”. (The Time of Assassins, an essay on Rimbaud)

LAURENT DANCHIN

Writer and art critic, French editor of “Raw Vision”
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