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Augustin Lesage
Born 1876, Saint-Pierre-les-Auchel, France; died 1954, Bubure, France.

Augustin Lesage was a coal miner in the far north of France who asserted that, at the age
of 35, he had heard a voice tell him that he would become an artist. Up until that time, the
only direct contact Lesage had had with the fine arts had been a visit to the art museum in
Lille. Ultimately, the voice Lesage heard, which he believed was that of his younger sister,
who had died at the age of three, instructed him about what subjects to paint and which
materials to use to make his pictures. Lesage went on to make art and also to serve as a
medium in spirit-summoning séances.

Guided by spirit voices, including that of his dead sister, Lesage made his first drawings.
During the early 1910s, he set to work on a large canvas that took him two years to
complete. Similarly, throughout his art-making career, large-format paintings featured
prominently in his oeuvre. Recalling his first compulsion to make art, Lesage once said, “In
January 1912, powerful spirits came and revealed themselves to me, ordering me to draw
and paint, something which | had never done before. [...] ‘Do not worry about insignificant
details,” was their response. ‘We are the ones working through your hands.” Lesage
claimed the voices he heard also had told him, “Don’t be afraid. We are next to you. One
day you will be a painter.”

Although his service in World War | interrupted his art-making, Lesage returned to
painting in 1916. By the early 1920s, he was able to make a living from his activities as a
spirit medium and artist. In a body of work that consisted of some 800 paintings, Lesage
created intricate, colorful images that featured neatly laid-out, often symmetrical or
architectonic compositions, with rows of detailed patterning or figures in profile, similar to
(and in some cases unabashedly imitating) Egyptian hieroglyphics.

In the late 1920s, in Paris, Lesage offered public demonstrations of his spirit-driven
painting technique while being observed by scientific researchers who were interested in
his kind of “spiritualistic art.” He continued making art right up until the end of his life.

- Edward M. Gdmez
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