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The ferocious compassion of S}f]"u-’ilil'] Bouthillette

D. CAMPBEL

Amid the arresting clutter of Sylvain Bouthillette’s glorious bordel of a studio on rue de
Bellechasse in Montreal's Little ltaly district, a bestiary of tigers, horses, squirrels and teddy
bears pops out of the canvases, chalkboards and tattered papers that either lean against o
are pinned to the walls or propped up on windowsills and jammed helter-skelter into cor
ners. Their faces materialize from nooks and crannies to transhx the unsuspecting viewer's R
eve. They seem right at home. One gets the impression that Bouthillette is an animal bover e ﬁ "
and his studio a sort of Buddhist-sponsored SPCAL

Winged, feral, wide-jawed skulls and other hungry ghosts flitter and zoom across his
paintings like emissaries from fearsome nether regions, hell-bent on mischief. The words
“Canto Subita™—like a tarnished edict, holy rant or inflammatory writ—are written on bath
Baouthillette’s studio walls and the surfaces of his huge horse portraits. The phrase served as

the title of an exhibition of Bouthillene’s painting and photography at Clint Roenisch Gallery

in 2006, and references the banners displayed in the streets of Rome in the wake of Pope John

48 & » CANADIAN AET



The presence of Buddhist iconography and legend
in Bouthillette’s art is not to be taken lightly

Paul I1's death in 2005, calling for his immediale sanctification,
Bouthillette’s work is a jovous and subversive mélange of an

m

graphy, art history and his

ligig of heatic flux on the gang-
plank o Noak's ark. He is a1 once aliruis, Buddhist sage, ough-
love spiritual counsellor and quasi-Marsist actvist. His art is syn

onymious with his sparilual practices it's impossible to know where

one leaves off and the other begins, His art is intended as a catalyst;

ow true selves bet-

if his avowed goal is o

ter, his pa ates for deconstiresaing who we think

W

s are b

re. The texual component af his work—like the ubiquitous
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of giving us the finger—not the obscen

—lunctions as a thumb in the viewers eve. [1's his way

and Resture, necessar

ily, but a finger pointing 1o a need for action, for 2 militant stance

against the mvopic condition of being hege 1i:|5';_,..-- for freedom,

His work has a decidedly punk edge thar effectively inoculates it
against amy high-an pretensions, vel 1 s a tonic, a homeopathic
remedy lor the sparit and mind.

Bouwthillette was born in Montreal in 193 and obtained his
SEA from Concordia University in 1991, In addition 1o his muli-

disciplinary viswal-ar p:.:...'li..'u,-. bie has toured intermitbenthy with
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the post-harde up BLISS aver the years. He has shown his

wark widely sance 1983 and is currently represented by Clint Roe

nisch Gallery in Toronte and Galerie Trois Points in Monireal,
i

Crher the past two decades, his work has veered wildly between

sculpiure, prints, drawings, |:.|:n|ing._ asdio installavion and |~I|¢|-

nagraphy. Im each medium, he works with a lively Eamily of refer-
ents uniquely his own, migrating restlessly between v culure
and high art, the sacred and the profane and the ultra-mundane,
punk rock and so-called American-sivle "Bad Painting,” Tibetan
RBuddhizm and the distillation of creative high fever,

His wark recently towred Cansda in a show curated by Bernard
Larnarche, the former an oritic of Le Devodr and now a curator
at the Musée régional de Rimouwski. Aptly tithed *Dharma Bum”®

{in reference to the 1958 novel by the American beat-generation

writer Jack Kerouac), the exhibition is a long-overdise mid-career
survey that includes more than 3 major works from a |6-vear pe-
risd. A ._-.::.I.l:e_- tix Lamarche, the works in the show demonstrate
“an almost base materialin™ in their “rash™ acsthetic and use of
pop-<ullure imagery.
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All of Bouthilletie’s we
4 protest song or improvisational music. This is what he seeks—for

k has this edgy and interrogatory ethos, like

his artwork to comnvey to the viewer all the rawness, immsediacy, vir-
tasity and brio that the best Free jaze communicates 1o lsteners

Bowthillete curremly teaches deawing ar Concordia University

amd in 2006 appeared in the filmmaker Sophie Deraspe's wonder

ful Rechercher Victor Pellesin, which appeared in Paris cinemas and
was recently issued on DVIL The so-called “mockumentary” film
books back at the life, work and disappearance of an enfars terrible
af the Montreal an scene, Vicor Pellerin, who allegedly destroyed
all his work before vanishing in 1990, In the flm Bouthillette plays
himsell and portrays an old friend of Victor Pellerin, You also see
him doing plastering work at the gallery Parisian Laundry (“10
pay the rent”) in preparation for a show meant as an homage 10
Pellering out of necessity, however, all the “Pellerin artwarks™ are
his, not Pellerin’s. In the film, Bouthillene is no besa charismanic
than his old friend is made out o be,

It might seem paradoxical that the anist who stars as himself
in the Deraspe film should hold up the Tibetan saing Milarepa as
a worthy medel for emmulation. In the 11th century, Milarepa tran-
scemded the unmitigated misery of his early life and went on to

embrace the practice of meditmion, thereby achieving enlighten-

ment, While Bowthillette would never admit that he has reached
anvthing like enlightenment, there is no question that e possesses
& certain hard-won, sdamantine streel wisdom.

Bowthillette wants to share the fruits of that difficult journey
with others. His altruism is as unfeigned as his anarchism. He
sees his art as antamsount bo a spiritual discipline he wanis 1o cu
Ihr-.lugh all the many impedimenis that stand in the way of our
achieving freedom, self-knowledge and enlightenment. His ferce
opposition te the misgivings that congest every human heart—
miyopia. rage, fear, hatred, greed—is clearly felt in his work. The
fierce skulls, fanged tigers and black crows of his art serve as his
agents in a war against mediocrity and complacency.

In a world wreathed in pose-9011 darkness, Bouthillette seeks
the light. The rough aggressiveness of his work is a beacon on
a p.dlh toward sanilv. ®



