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Francois-Marie Banier
“I've always been pursued by rumours”

Interview with Michel Guerrin

Writer and photographer Francgois-Marie Banier,i§2ccused of having manipulated

Liliane Bettencourt, 87, heiress to the L’Oreéaltfioie, obtaining donations to the tune

of some 800 million euros. Since the details emer@ year ago, Banier has made no
public comment.

Francois-Marie Banier is sitting at a table in Brasserie du Déme in Paris. He is in
the process of publishing two books, has an exbibibf his photographs of Beckett
in Lille, and is working on several books to be lmhed in the autumn of 2010. His
responses to my questions often resonate withdtedal in which he is embroiled.
Everything about this man with pale grey eyes speak seduction. The list of

personalities he has frequented is stunning: LAwagon, Samuel Beckett, Frangois
Mitterrand, Paul Morand, Johnny Depp, FrancoiseaBadrincess Caroline of
Monaco, Isabelle Adjani, Vladimir Horowitz, Marieaure de Noailles, Salvador
Dali, Nathalie Sarraute, and the photographer Rdbemk to name but a few. His
latest bookVous me manquigd Missed You”] (Steidl, 328pp, 45 euros), combéne

portraits of personalities and anonymous peoptherstreet.

You have the reputation of being a socialite who kows absolutely everyone. Is
this true?

The people who say that don’t know me. | haven&rbeut for thirty years. Do you
see me in the society pages? Proust and Gide weiaites, not me. When | hear |
belong to the jet set, it makes me laugh. Thegeissfor airline pilots. People don't
come and sit next to me, because | can’'t be ediicateey’re afraid they might hear
something they don’t want to hear. In this countvizgen one is misunderstood, one is
said to be talking nonsense. They said Virginia Waas mad, didn’t they? | have
taken 500,000 photographs, | have written eiglieomovels. | draw and | paint. | am
working on several books. That is my work. Whenséd to go out, | would meet
fascinating people. But | live a cloistered lifemdAnd anyway, I'm not well-adapted
to modern life. Have you heard of Hibernatus? Thaté.

What is your profession?

Writer.

Not photographer?

A photographer is like an artist: it's all aboutspiration. Being a writer is a
profession. For example, it took me twenty yearddoide to exhibit my photos. The

first time was in 1991, at the Pompidou Centre.weoeverything to Héléne
Ahrweiler, who was President of the Centre at tlhe tand who wanted the exhibition



to happen. But | was born to write. | write evegydor two or three hours, I've kept
a diary since 1967. | won't publish it. It contaisecrets and | am too respectful to
violate other people’s secrets.

What does your day involve?

| get up at 8. | write until noon. | have lunch kwiMartin d’Orgeval, who is my

companion and whom | have known for seventeen yéarss 36. | go out to take
photographs with my two cameras, a 90 mm and anif85And then | edit what I've

written and | sort through my photos. In the evgnamd at night, | read, paint and
draw. Forty years ago | used to go dancing aloriéest Jimmy’s. But | am old and |

don’t have much time left.

Would you say you were dils a papa a rich kid?

People stuck a label on me saying | was a spadilt,dbhut the truth is | was an abused
child. | was alone and unhappy. My father useddatlme every day. He would lift
me up by my feet and bang my head on the flooawl enly lies in the bourgeoisie.
My father wanted so badly to be middle-class thathid the fact that he’d been a
factory worker at Citroén. I'd rather he’d told me.

How does one go about publishing three novels at@@5?

| have no school diplomas, no baccalauréat. | beli®m unconscious, instinctive
culture. I immerse myself in what | see, paintibglacroix, Courbet...and | read a
great deal; Proust, for instance, whom | rank almxeryone else. Reading has taught
me more than twenty hours of classes. My educationes from books, newspapers,
and people | meet. | belong to a generation of j[geapo would forego their morning
coffee to buyLe Monde

My first job, at age 17, was selling books at Bufa bookshop | chose because it
was close to my parents’ home, just to annoy tHemas paid 2 francs 40 an hour. |
left home at twenty with a pair of corduroy trousdrworked as a press attaché, as an
adviser to a pharmaceuticals laboratory, | founchem for perfumes, such as Poison
for Dior which earned me a lot of money. | have keal very hard!

How to you charm people?

It's stupid to ask a question like that! | am pieged to have a gift for meeting
people. Some people think I'm clairvoyant. Lookward: that woman is preoccupied;
that one over there is satisfied; that African nesmery serious, and the waiter is as
wily as a monkey. Few people are really interestedthers. | am profoundly
interested in the people | meet, whether they'radas or just passers-by. | talk to
them with my voice, the same voice | had at 5 yeddsvhen people used to call me
grosse voix‘loud voice’). In this way | convey a certajaie de vivre | laugh a lot
and | make people laugh, but | don’t set out toedain. I'm not a courtesan. |
sometimes say things that are very direct, evetabrAt one time | used to be very
emotional, | had to move people all the time; lba#med down since then.

| met the pianist Horowitz at a dinner through tasistic director Alexander
Liberman, and he played Chopin and Scriabine farlmeet Aragon when Edmonde
Charles-Roux took me to see him at his home andtlhim again six times during



the same week. | met Mitterrand through Francois®ud. | couldn’t have met
beautiful women and unique people if I'd had noghio share with them.

What do all these people have in common?

| am attracted by secretive, independent peopleekiicks. People who are alone as |
was, famous people or anonymous people in thetstsbem | photograph and who

are all living treasures. Man Ray’s solitude wasniemse, as was Max Ernst’s.
Aragon was different, he used to work twenty hauday.

What did you say to the pianist Vladimir Horowitz?

He only had two friends in his life, one of whomsaRachmaninov. He was sensitive
to love. | was very good friends with his daughteho committed suicide. So how
could | be close to her father? By telling him thath. | told him:“Your daughter
thought you were dreadfulBnd he replied: She was right — but she was worse”

People have found your relationship with Aragon whe you were a very young
man intriguing

Aragon was a walking dictionary: | received billorof words from him in a
continuous stream, for hours on end. It was tougimgy He was a monumentally
cultured man. We'd talk until two in the morninge’th read to me fromLa
Chartreuse or we’'d go and see a Kurosawa film together. Hs @also the opposite of
a man of restraint. He exuded a form of violen@ tthave seen in no one else.
Beckett, whom | met the same day as Jean Genet aftked meHow is Aragon
doing?”. These are mysterious bonds. Man Ray hated it Whalked to him about
his photography. Francois Mitterrand was very kimat | will never reveal our
secrets. | saw Beckett walking in Tangiers, | wiack by his body. | used to see
Nathalie Sarraute twice a day. | had to be veriepgtas she was very, very sensitive.
Louis [Aragon] gave me a lot, whereas Nathalie kiuge a lot. These personalities
feel the tenderness and respect | feel for them.

People have talked about a physical attraction beteen you and Aragon...

Yes, I'm supposed to have been Aragon’s lover. Thabmplete nonsense. | was not
attracted to Aragon, and he wasn't affected by aoks$! Like Beckett, Aragon was
touched by my willingness to listen. And anywayyds never part of their world. |
had my own life.

Today, a lot of people are wondering about the inflence you may have over
Liliane Bettencourt

I’'m used to slanderous rumours. It's a shame i6me to this, but these rumours
don't affect me. I've always been pursued by rursoMyhen | was little, | used to get
into trouble. | was already a rebel. As if somegedelieve that my life has been
about attaining some kind of position or statusbpe have said | wanted to be
adopted by Liliane Bettencourt. We never even noeeti it!

My life is in art. The people | see and photogragin] the diary | keep, all contribute
to my art. This has nothing to do with that pathetimour. What counts is making
one’s life into an artwork.



You've been accused of forcing Liliane Bettencourto give you a little under one
billion euros. Is this true?

These are donations that | refused to accept fong time. These donations come
from a woman who is in full possession of her féeal The first dates from 1995,
and they were spread out over a period of abouy¢ans. And | am not the only one
to have benefited from them — far from it. WhatHews people is the fact that a
woman of her caste should go against socially dedepehaviour. Two days ago,
Liliane said to me: My daughter will receive a large amount. But | imeto live for
five minutes”.What really happened will be demonstrated in cdtithere’s a trial, |
am not worried in the least.

Do you feel guilty?

You can't be serious! There is a very strong, bivimorld beneath all this which will
triumph in the end. The truth will explode. It do&smatter if anything happens to
me, it’s all in different safety deposit boxes aridar nothing. Everything | have done
is written down. My books have been sponsored I@réal for the past ten years. Do
people sponsor crooks? But this is also a verylsmihess. This scandal is causing
great pain to a brilliant, free-spirited woman. do this to her in the twilight of her
life is inhuman - even if Mme Bettencourt is strenthan all this.

What is your relationship with Liliane Bettencourt?

How is it possible to tell the story of 40 yearscompanionship and shared affection?
| met her in 1969 at Pierre and Hélene Lazareffimé. That day, | mostly talked to
her husband, André Bettencourt. We talked aboutiHichaux and Andre’s brother
Pierre Bettencourt, whom | see as a bad painteamiurnnmensely gifted writer. | soon
saw Liliane again, at the home of the industriadistl arts patron Paul-Louis Weiller,
and also at Marcel Dassault's home. She was thd smght-after woman in the
world. She was impressive, and extraordinarily bi@duA woman of independence,
of will, and of action.

What she has given me is nothing compared to whathss taught me. Nothing
compared to the treasures of optimism, hope arghete | have received. We'll see
who was under the sway of whom, her or me! We’'vehaxged thousands of letters.
She is hard of hearing. She loves to write, and dmemarvellously. | often wrote to
her husband as well. Liliane likes people who dmgb. It's a hugely respectful
relationship.

Do you still see Liliane Bettencourt?

Of course | do. She phoned me yesterday, and vweveng lunch tomorrow. They
want people to think she’s senile, whereas shdriseawoman.

Doesn’t the doubt arise from the fact that you've Bvays been attracted by
elderly rich people?

Young people have fewer secrets than old peoplkt p@bple are more than just old,
they are solitary. And people are more beautifulomk at when they’re 108 than
when they’re 8. But | also photograph young people.



Why take photographs?

My experiences with people | meet cannot be desdrib words. Photography gives
them a form of density. And when | frequented Margaire and Charles de Noailles
at age 19, | became aware that | was at the héartvast amount of intelligence, at
the heart of a world that was going to disappear.

Didn’'t you have anything better to do when you werel9 than seeing Marie-
Laure de Noailles, who was 647

Do you have any idea how stupid that questiontisdike asking why | went to see

Leonardo da Vinci. Marie-Laure helped me to underdt modernity. And she

introduced me to some fascinating people, for exartipe Brazilian artist Roberto

Burle Marx. But | also frequented janitors in apaht buildings and tramps on park
benches.

Have you exploited people?
No. | don't absorb people, I let them flourish, &ese | love and respect them.

The way you take photographs seems aggressive. Dioyou in some sense violate
people in the street?

But it's about sharing! The street is my studiog aravel along it by bicycle. | want

other people to radiate with their own splendounutan’t calculate a photograph,
because we’re always inferior to the gesturestoérst I'm not a virtuoso like Cartier-

Bresson or Kertész. I'm direct, brutal, unpreditgalh don’t go by the rules. | take

photographs two feet away from people’s facesss$ khem more than | photograph
them. I'm attracted to them, | talk to them andythalk to me. It's like a sexual

appetite.

The world of photography also sees you as a rich @alite

That's not really true. Thousands of people saw ewfiibition at the Pompidou
Centre, far more than the exhibition next doorhaf works of portrait photographer
Gisele Freund. I'm writing a book on the peopleel'met in the world of
photography. It's a very engaging brotherhood magke of highly educated
personalities, whereas the world of art, espec@dlectors, is grotesque, with lots of
enormous patrons lounging about amidst all thealtkie

In the book there’ll be Man Ray of course. Kertéghap was the most boring man on
earth, but who is also in my opinion the greatastpverwhelmingly sensitive artist.
Cartier-Bresson, who owed a lot to Kertész. The plastographer Don McCullin,
who is more important than Capa, and so charmingd.&aoy Bourdin, who was a
ray of sunshine in my childhood.

You also collect photographs. What is the extent gfour collection?

| buy photographs, just as | used to buy paintiwben | was younger. When | was
22, with the royalties from my first novekes Résidences secondai{&allimard), |



paid 200,000 francs for a painting by Courbet, @wof the Chéateau de Chillon on
Lake Geneva. Aragon talked to me for hours abattghinting.

| own a practically unique portrait of BaudelaingMadar, whom | think is one of the
three greatest photographers because of the weaseé® through people with his
portraits. But I'm not a collector; that might gitlee impression that it's just a whim.
I’'m crazy about the photographs of Eugéne Atget liisdsense of composition. One
could hardly be more French, with that combinatwémmeticulousness and poetry. |
love his photograph of a naked prostitute on alr$oon a bed, that you published in
your newspaper a little while ago.

That nude by Atget was purchased by an anonymous lkector at Sotheby’s for
440,750 euros on Friday 20 November. According to our sources, you were the
buyer. Just as you bought a daguerreotype portraiat Christie’s in October 2009
for $233,000.

You're wrong about the Atget, but right about thker one. But as soon as a photo is
auctioned for a large sum people say I'm the buyer.

What are you going to do with all that money?

| have no children. The meaning of this money coemgely from what | will do
with it. Among other things, | am financing a traammit for injured children in Paris.
My main idea is to create a foundation. I'd likehelp young people who want to do
something with their lives but who can’t becauseirthway is barred by this grey-
suited society. Because they're queer or Arab aclbbr white or whatever...| am
deeply affected by different forms of racism. | wamfound a school of trust. | would
like to change society a little.

The establishment is all lies. It's the triumphmbney and sharp dealing over the
world. A society of shiny-shoed, shallow bourgeasnservative and conventional,
devoid of emotion. These are people who only disagel others.

If people met you, would it change their opinion ofou?

Meeting people changes the way you look at themavtiids gossip and idiotic
situations. And when people have met me once, eyt to meet me again. You
didn’t want to meet me for years because you dik®tmy photos, and now | get the
feeling you'd like to see me again. One day | midpet one of your favourite
photographers.

(Translation by Martyn Back)



