Jean’s Story 
Jean was born in the Béarn region of Southwest France in 1939. His father was a hard-working farmer of few words, his mother something of a loner. Jean studied to become a primary school teacher. According to rumour, it was following an unhappy love affair that he joined up as a paratrooper in the Franco-Algerian War, despite being a fervent anti-militarist. He came back to France in 1959 after his father hanged himself, finding himself the new head of the family at just 20 years old. He took over the running of the farm, which although it had once been prosperous now gradually fell into decline under his disastrous management. The first signs of Jean’s behavioural disorders - psychosis and schizophrenia – soon began to appear. He cut himself off from the rest of the world, neglecting crops and animals and becoming mistrustful and threatening to neighbours and visitors. He patrolled his property on his tractor, armed with a rifle. As the years passed the situation worsened. He, his mother and his sister Paule gradually became totally isolated, eating food they gathered themselves. His mother’s death in 1971 deprived Jean of the last lucid person able to manage the house more or less efficiently. He flatly refused to allow the body to be taken to the cemetery, and obtained official permission to bury it under the staircase in the house. Jean now slipped completely into madness. With his sister as his only witness, he shut himself away in his room and spent his time carving words into the 16 square metre floor on either side of his bed, recounting his hallucinations, his anxieties and his persecution complex. He believed himself to be a permanent target of religion and saw signs of this harassment all around him – for example the radio mast whose tip could be seen from the house over the trees, which he took to be an ‘electronic machine’ designed to spy on him. Jean stopped eating and did not survive his mother for very long: he died of malnutrition five months later, in 1972, at the age of 33. Paule now lived in complete solitude in the rubbish-filled house, even refusing food parcels from the social services because she believed they were poisoned. Jean’s floor was only discovered when she died in 1993, by an antique-dealer and her father, Doctor Guy Roux, a psychiatrist fascinated by the Art Brut movement. After being displayed at the Bibliothèque Nationale de France, Jean’s floor was installed at the Hôpital Sainte-Anne, in front of the mental health and therapy unit at 7, Rue Cabanis in the 14th arrondissement, thanks to the determination of Professor Jean-Pierre Olié. This symbolic initiative is part of the plans to make the Sainte-Anne psychiatric hospital more open to the outside by 2010, when Jean’s floor will find its ultimate home at the main entrance.
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