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Eugène Leroy 
Simply Painting 
 

 
Accompanying Booklet 
 
The paint layers lie over each other on the canvas, thick and pastose. Their colours dull, a 
landscape, a still-life, a nude study or a head become visible upon closer inspection. Eugène 
Leroy’s pictures are not abstract. They search for an ideal light, for the best composition, and 
thus for an ideal reproduction of reality, which is deeply rooted in an art-historical past and at 
the same time forms a bridge with younger, pathbreaking fellow-painters. 
 
Eugène Leroy was born in Tourcoing in northern France in 1910 and died aged 90 in Wasquehal, 
where he lived and worked from 1958 onwards. His activity over many decades alone means he 
could be described as a veritable ‘painter of the century’. 
 
After a relatively short stay at the École des Beaux Arts in Lille and his failure at the academy in 
Paris, Leroy mostly taught himself to be a painter. He studied art history, philosophy, Latin and 
Ancient Greek. The two latter subjects he taught at a school in Roubaix, with which he secured a 
living up to 1961. Eugène Leroy began to paint in his youth already. When aged 15 he was given 
the paint box of his father—who had passed away early on—by his mother, his interest was 
awoken. He never stopped painting, continually worked on his pictures, and sometimes he 
plugged away at a canvas over many years. At the beginning of the 1960s he was discovered by 
Georg Baselitz and Michael Werner in the Galerie Claude Bernard in Paris, who made him known 
in the German-speaking region. From then on Leroy was in close contact with a whole generation 
of younger painters. Arnulf Rainer, Ellsworth Kelly, Gerhard Richter, Herbert Brandl, Richard Long 
or Franz West were inspired by his creations and he, too, followed their work with great interest.  
 
Eugène Leroy was interested in painting per se, the paint, the application, the possibilities of its 
materiality. The composition and light were likewise important for him. Just as Albert Giacometti 
attempted to find the head of his counterpart in clay, so Leroy seemed to shape his models’ 
bodies and his landscapes literally in paint. He looked for the reproduction of reality as an 
emotional state. Painting was something very sensitive for him. He often worked according to 
nature, according to a model available to him. The beauty of the subject depicted surrounded 
him in his work, moved him. The study and apprehension of the female body fascinated him. He 
found numerous models for this in the arthistorical museums which he visited all over the world. 
Rembrandt already interested him from a young age and before others, but also Giorgone or 
Cézanne attracted him. He admired Rothko, Mondrian and Malevitch, even though he was not 
influenced himself by abstract painting. His concern was always for perceiving bodies in their 
spatial settings, their sensibilities and those that they trigger in the painter.  
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The colouring that Leroy chose was often dark, earthy, almost reticent, pointing to Dutch 
painting of the 17th century. Their tough sticky volume makes the paint mass turn to picture 
mass, protruding from the picture like a relief, making this into a heavy body. Eugène Leroy 
discovered a special light in the Russian icons, and that light became a model for him. To 
capture twilight, to captivate it on the canvas, became a major goal. The older he got, the later 
the pictures were created, the more they evaded the motif, the more the object seemed far 
removed. Considering the pictures required time, the pictures formed themselves in the 
consideration; the figurative arose in the consideration. 
Eugène Leroy always emphasised that he was a representational painter. In his drawings this 
representation, this proximity to the model, became clearer, yet the contours also dissolved 
thereby. They blurred, the act of drawing seemed like a cautious approach towards the motif. ‘I 
have always made them, but they are not self-portraits, they are heads. The self-portrait does 
not interest me’, said Leroy. Recognising his own features in the mirror often made him stare 
uninterruptedly into the mirror; the drawings seemed to appear almost secondarily without him 
ever looking at the sheet.  
If one observes in photographic or film documents how Leroy works in his studio, it becomes 
evident that paint is all around. Everything is paint. All around him. Numerous canvases lean on 
each other and on walls, one sees him forming with powerful gestures the paint rather than 
painting with it, it is a process of layering and pushing, of giving and taking paint. The studio 
was a place of the imaginary for him, a place full of light and air.  
 
The current exhibition was created jointly with the Musée des Beaux-Arts Eugène Leroy in 
Tourcoing and the art expert Denys Zacharopoulos. He accompanied Eugène Leroy over many 
years and is an outstanding connoisseur of his work. The comprehensive catalogue from the 
museum in Tourcoing is available in French and English.  


