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Reframing Chaïm Soutine





This book is both for my mother, Kathleen, who taught me the value of education and who always read to me; and for my wife, Alex, without whose keen intellect and loving, steadfast belief in both me and the project, this book would never have been started or finished.

And to Morgan and Olivia: this book proves that you can do unusual and interesting things in life – especially if you dare to be yourself.
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Introduction

Between September 2023 and December 2024, there were an unprecedented three large solo shows of the work of Parisian painter, Chaïm Soutine (1893–1943) in major European public museums: Chaïm Soutine. Against the Current in the Kunstsammlung Nordrhein-Westfalen in Düsseldorf (Germany), Chaïm Soutine at the Louisiana Museum of Modern Art in Humlebaek (Denmark) and Chaïm Soutine. Against the Current at the Kunstmuseum Bern (Switzerland). While organizationally collaborative, each institution pitched their show to their respective national audiences via large-scale exhibitions that presented comprehensive overviews of Soutine’s oeuvre, including paintings in all three genres in which he worked (landscape, still life and portraiture). The accompanying exhibition catalogues were geared to audiences unfamiliar with his work (Strobel 2024,1 unpublished interview), with the Danish show constituting the artist’s first ever solo show in a Scandinavian country.

While all three exhibitions were well received, their staging was not without risk for the institutions involved. Soutine was largely unknown in Scandinavia – except amongst the artistic community (Degel 2024,2 unpublished interview) – and German audiences had not had the opportunity to see his work in a solo exhibition since 1981 (Meyer-Büser 2024,3 unpublished interview). In Switzerland, while Soutine’s paintings are well represented in public collections, there was nevertheless no guarantee of significant public interest (Strobel 2024, unpublished interview). Soutine’s reputation and popularity are now growing, in no small part thanks to these exhibitions.

This book thus offers a timely challenge to dominant narratives about Soutine’s personal and professional lives: the story of his life and work has all too often taken the form of an exclusively ‘hearsay biography’ (Kleeblatt 1998, 45), generated from second- and third-hand accounts and problematic early monographs that from the very first began to construct Soutine as the archetypal peintre maudit (Wheeler 1950, 31) – a ‘cursed painter’. The rare first-hand accounts that do exist – for example, the memoirs of Soutine’s partner, Gerda Groth (1910–83), who was in hiding with him during the Second World War – are often either coloured by what those individuals knew about Soutine before they met him, or influenced by what they heard about him afterwards, and so repeat certain tropes and persistent anecdotes that fit the peintre maudit image to the exclusion of other, less dramatic but more nuanced ones.

One particularly pernicious example is the recurrent representation of Soutine as perpetually ‘dirty’ (Wheeler 1950, 33) and destitute (e.g. Orloff 1951, 17; Garde and Ragon 1956, 27), which is often combined with the characterization of him as antisocial (Wheeler 1950, 33; Szittya 1955, 26). Variously described as a ‘possessed man’ (George 1928, 23), a ‘madman’ (Soby 1948, 98), ‘basely vile’ (Szittya 1955, 43) and, more recently, ‘a crude, boorish barbarian, whose ugliness, filth and coarse manners became legendary in Montparnasse’ (Meyers 2007, 124), his paintings have received not dissimilar treatment, including being labelled ‘convulsive’ (George 1928, 20), ‘tumultuous’, ‘vehement and idiosyncratic’ (Wheeler 1950, 50) and early on his portrait subjects deemed a ‘gallery of Monsters’ (George 1928, 20).

The primary aim of this book is to reset Soutine studies by moving decisively away from these kinds of limiting and problematic tropes, taking stock of the status of the field as a whole, locating what reliable data exists and presenting a consolidated account of both his life and enduring (but understudied) legacy. In turn, this has resulted in a book that could not take the format of a traditional biography. Instead, structurally it sits somewhere between a biography and a handbook: telling the story of Soutine’s life, career and impact, while also functioning more broadly as a reference text. To that end, it is divided into two parts, with ‘Part One: Life’ providing a largely chronological account of his life and career, and the second, shorter ‘Part Two: Legacy’ presenting an overview of his international impact and legacies. The chapters in Part One covering the years between c. 1922 and 1939 take the form of thematic chronologies (e.g. friends, lovers, dealers, collectors, etc.). This is because any attempt to narrativize these years would be a confabulation, since very little documentation of his quotidian life exists on which to build a coherent account. Those chapters have therefore had to sacrifice narrative flow for a structure designed to make their contents more easily navigable.

Chapter 1, ‘Early Life’, presents a new account of Soutine’s childhood in the shtetl of Smilavičy – now in Belarus but then part of the Russian Empire – and interrogates the problematic nature of existing accounts of this period in his life, which have invariably presented his family milieu as impoverished and violent, and Smilavičy as primitive and culturally monotonal.4 Instead, herein Soutine’s childhood and family are contextualized within the varied social and cultural realities of his upbringing in Smilavičy, including touching on the importance of education and literacy, gender roles and Jewish quotidian and ritual life in the shtetl.

Building on this more nuanced account of Soutine’s formative environment, Chapter 2, ‘Education’, explores in detail Soutine’s early education in Smilavičy and the formal art training that he received in Minsk (Belarus) and then Vilnius (Lithuania). These years, and the nature and extent of the education he received during them, have been largely overlooked to date. The chapter first outlines what Soutine would have learnt as a child at the kheyder (elementary school) in Smilavičy, then examines his period of study at Yakov Krieger’s (1869–1940) art school in Minsk, before considering his several years following a traditional curriculum at the Vilnius Drawing School.

Chapter 3, ‘Westward Bound’, examines Soutine’s emigration from Lithuania to France in 1913 and the logistical challenges such a journey entailed. It further includes discussion of why Soutine selected Paris for his new home, how the long and arduous journey was funded and the method of its undertaking. An event entirely ignored in the Soutine literature, this 1,200+-mile journey across Europe was a significant achievement that has been glossed over in the historiographical rush to place Soutine in Paris.

Chapter 4, ‘La Ruche and the Cité Falguière’, examines Soutine’s first years in Paris, during which time he belonged to some of the most famous artists’ communities of the Parisian avant-garde, centred around the studios of La Ruche (‘The Beehive’) and the Cité Falguière. The conventional image of Soutine as a ‘loner’ (Orloff 1951, 19) skulking around the cafés and boulevards of Montparnasse is challenged, and instead his locatedness within generative, international creative communities, which supported him as both a man and an artist, is established. This chapter also considers other formative – but less frequently discussed – sites and experiences of importance during this period: most notably, his further study under prominent French history painter, Fernand Cormon (1845–1924) at the École des Beaux-Arts; his experiences during the First World War, including the support he received amidst the group of immigrant artists converging on Marie Vassilieff’s (1884–1957) studio ‘canteen’; and his first excursion in 1918 to the small town of Cagnes-sur-Mer on the Côte d’Azur.

In 1919, some six years after his arrival in Paris, Soutine left the capital again for the town of Céret in the French Pyrenees. He remained there until 1922, and Chapter 5, ‘Céret’, discusses his experiences and the work that he produced during this period. Chapter 7, ‘Cagnes-sur-Mer’, similarly focusses on his subsequent relocation to Cagnes-sur-Mer in 1923, where he lived – interspersed with return visits to Paris – until 1925. Both chapters provide details of his known residences in each town – and their relationship to the subjects of his paintings – thereby establishing a detailed and structured understanding of where and how Soutine lived during these six years of his career. Further, both chapters demonstrate that Soutine consistently chose and, crucially, was permitted to paint the local people and places, with the accuracy of these depictions providing clear evidence of his considerable skill as a draughtsman, thereby challenging the image of him as a purely ‘instinctive’ (Szittya 1955, 68) painter whose works contain ‘only objects of strange sadness, without any relation to reality’ (67).

Chapter 7, ‘Studios’, continues the work begun in Chapter 4 to embed Soutine more fully into the artistic community located in and around Montparnasse, for the first time presenting a chronological analysis of the spaces in which he lived and worked after he returned permanently to Paris in 1925. While many (though not all) of the addresses discussed in this chapter have previously been linked to him, no attention has been given to what they reveal about Soutine’s evolving material circumstances during the 1920s and 1930s and his repeated decision to remain within and connected to the 14th arrondissement of Paris. Additionally, key biographical events and paintings are discussed within this geographical history in order to establish a firmer chronological framework for the latter stages of his life.

Chapter 8, ‘Sitters’, takes a fresh look at Soutine’s portraits and draws new conclusions about this lifelong practice – he produced portraits in every year of his career, unlike his work in landscape and still life. His portraits are typically understood as mainly depicting ‘types’ – a long line of unknown, and unknowable ‘misfits’ (Wright 2017, 21) at once both compelling and ‘grotesque’ (Serres 2017, 60). This chapter challenges this prevailing attitude by setting out, in broadly chronological order, details of his known sitters (including himself) and his relationships with them. In doing so, the overarching image of Soutine as a misanthrope (Barotte 1954) is challenged, arguing that in order to have painted many of his sitters, he would have had to successfully negotiate complex social mores – not just in cosmopolitan Paris, but also in 1920s rural France.

The breadth, diversity and complexity of Soutine’s social networks is fully revealed in Chapter 9, ‘Friends and Lovers’, which draws attention to where, when and how Soutine intersected with the lives of numerous individuals and the nature of his relationships with them. Discussing individuals chronologically – in the approximate order in which they entered Soutine’s life – this chapter demonstrates that at every stage, Soutine had networks of friends and colleagues, of varying degrees of intimacy, with whom he had mutually supportive relationships.

Chapters 10, ‘Dealers and Patrons’, and 11, ‘Collectors’, chart the wide commercial networks of which Soutine was a part for the entirety of his career, and which comprised numerous dealers, patrons and collectors. Again presented chronologically from his first dealers to his later patrons, and from the earliest collectors to those buying his works during the Second World War, these individuals – of which there are too many to fit in a single volume – bought, sold, exhibited and promoted Soutine’s work in France and internationally, and supported him throughout his career. Their own positions in the Parisian art world, and in French society more generally, are outlined and demonstrate Soutine’s growing prestige and success during the 1920s and 1930s and the value of his paintings as an increasingly desirable investment for some of the biggest collectors of the period.

Chapters 12, ‘On the Run’, and 13, ‘Death’, give due attention to Soutine’s harrowing experiences as a prominent Jewish artist during the Second World War and the circumstances of his death. Both subjects are amongst the most mythologized and yet neglected aspects of his biography, which has inexplicably led to the reality of the existential threat he endured during this period being largely ignored and the (entirely reasonable) terror he experienced being minimized or, worse still, disparaged. Further, this has resulted in the bravery of the numerous people who sheltered and protected Soutine at great risk to their own and their families’ lives being erased, and, ultimately, in a failure to recognize Soutine as a victim of the Holocaust. The chapter concludes with an account of the various attempts to gain control of his estate and legacy in the years immediately following the end of the war.

‘Part Two: Legacy’ begins the long overdue project of charting Soutine’s significance and impact both in France and beyond. During his lifetime, his work was exhibited internationally, including solo shows in Paris (1927), Chicago (1935), New York (1936) and London (1937). In group exhibitions, he had even further reach, with his work being shown both closer to home in Germany (1930), Denmark (1933) and the Netherlands (1935) and in locations as far flung as Jakarta (1935), Canada (1938) and Australia (1939). Between 1927 and his death in 1943, his paintings were exhibited nearly every year in either Paris, London or the USA (and sometimes in all three, e.g. in 1935). During his lifetime, there were more than sixty exhibitions of his work in the USA, nearly twenty in France and at least eight in the UK, totalling somewhere in the region of ninety overall, demonstrating not only the success and recognition Soutine gained within his own lifetime but also indicating the extent of his early impact in these locations.

His paintings can now be found in collections of modern art of international importance around the world, including the Centre Pompidou (Paris, France), Tate Modern (London, England), the Berlin Nationalgalerie (Germany), the Stedelijk Museum in Amsterdam (The Netherlands), the Kunstmuseum Bern and the Kunstmuseum Basel (Switzerland), the Israel Museum (Jerusalem), the Museum of Modern Art and the Metropolitan Museum of Art in New York (USA), the Los Angeles County Museum of Art (USA), the Museu de Arte de São Paulo (Brazil), the Hermitage in St Petersburg (Russia) and the National Museum of Western Art in Tokyo (Japan). They have even appeared on national stamps in Israel (1974), France (2013) and Belarus (2015) and in 2020, Soutine’s Eva (1928, Belgazprombank, Belarus)5 became a symbol of the democratic resistance in Belarus (Ousmanova 2020).

Part Two starts with Chapter 14, ‘France’, which picks up after the events of Soutine’s death in August 1943 and charts the ongoing construction of his identity as a French, or more specifically Parisian, artist within the country’s artistic and cultural circles through discussion of key exhibitions of his work – exhibitions that began with a small retrospective in the months immediately following the liberation of Paris in August 1944. Soutine’s status as a Parisian, and therefore a de facto French, artist is all the more noteworthy since he never became a French citizen.

Of the more than thirty-five countries in which group and solo exhibitions of Soutine’s work took place during the twentieth century, France, the USA, Britain and Japan staged by far the highest number: approximately 120 in France, over 350 in the USA, over sixty in Britain and around fifty in Japan. Hence, chapters 15 to 17 go on to trace the posthumous influence of his work in the latter three countries: the USA (Chapter 15), Britain (Chapter 16) and Japan (Chapter 17).

Chapter 15, ‘USA’, discusses Soutine’s reputation, popularity and art-historical impact in the United States. It starts with a chronological analysis of important exhibitions in that country and goes on to track his influence on the work of major American artists, particularly those operating within the Abstract Expressionist movement. Chapter 16, ‘Britain’, follows the same structure by first considering significant British exhibitions of Soutine’s work before moving on to discuss his impact on prominent British artists, including those from the School of London. The final chapter in Part Two, Chapter 17, ‘Japan’, marks the beginning of an entirely new area of research within Soutine studies – that of Soutine’s reception in Japan. In addition to presenting an overview of his exhibition history in the country, this chapter identifies and discusses key Japanese collectors of his paintings.

The Conclusion presents a summary of the key findings of Parts One and Two of the book and ends by proposing new areas for future research based on issues arising from within the extant literature, namely those of ableism, aporophobia and sexism.

For consistency and ease of reference, unless otherwise stated, the titles and dates of Soutine’s paintings used in this book are drawn from the catalogue raisonné of Soutine’s work (Tuchman, Dunow and Perls 2001). Published in two volumes in 1993 – with a reissue (but not revised) as a single volume in 2001 – this remains the only such work for Soutine’s oeuvre. Since its publication, many of Soutine’s paintings have been retitled and redated by galleries and curators in relation to new information that has come to light about their subjects. Where this has occurred, the new dates/titles are given in footnotes. On the occasions when paintings discussed are not featured in the catalogue raisonné, the titles and dates used are those given by the auction house or museum/gallery concerned. On the same note, and unless otherwise indicated, the data relating to Soutine’s exhibitions – dates, locations, exhibition titles and number of works included – have also been drawn from the catalogue raisonné. This means that the bulk of the data concerned runs up until 1993 only. However, when relevant, more recent exhibitions are featured and discussed. For paintings authenticated and sold since 1993, the titles and dates used are those given by the auction houses concerned.

This book is the book I wished had existed when I first began to study the work of Soutine in earnest; it presents an honest appraisal of what biographical evidence exists, what has been ignored and what, in previous accounts, has been invention. While it does not claim to be a definitive account of everything pertaining to Soutine and his paintings, it is intended to be a foundational text on which subsequent and more in-depth scholarship can take place.



	1Anne-Christine Strobel, Curator of Collections, Kunstmuseum Bern and curator of the exhibition, Chaïm Soutine. Against the Current at the Kunstmuseum Bern.

	2Kirsten Degel, Curator & Head of Collection, Louisiana Museum of Modern Art and curator of the exhibition, Chaïm Soutine at the Louisiana Museum of Modern Art.

	3Susanne Meyer-Büser, Curator of Modern and Contemporary Art, Kunstsammlung Nordrhein-Westfalen, Düsseldorf and curator of the exhibition, Chaïm Soutine. Against the Current at K20.

	4Shtetl is a Yiddish word meaning ‘small town, village or hamlet’ (Zborowski and Herzog 1962, 446).

	5This painting is not featured in Soutine’s catalogue raisonné. (Tuchman, Dunow and Perls 2001). However, it is included in Courthion’s catalogue with the same title and date (Courthion 1972, 266).








Part One

Life





1

Early Life

Chaïm Soutine was notoriously reticent about discussing his early life (e.g. Orloff 1951, 17; Garde [1973] 2022, 23) and appears not to have given any formal interviews to either biographers or critics on this or any other subject. However, from the very first, this absence of first-hand testimony did not prevent writers from waxing lyrical about the tragic circumstances of his youth. Paul Guillaume (1891–1934) – Soutine’s dealer, and therefore with a vested interest in creating a compelling mythos around his investment – in 1923 wrote the first extant biography of the artist, which opened with:


From the Vilna ghetto, a crucible where unsuspected forces ferment in power, where farce and drama, the comic and the painful, the comical, the derisory marry like branches of vines – like the scattered arms of a river that join together – howling, prophetic, threatening, infinitely cruel and tender – came Soutine. (Guillaume 1923, 5)



Picking up where the somewhat hyperbolic Guillaume left off, Waldemar George (1893–1970) in 1928, in the first monograph dedicated to Soutine, opened with:


Tragic Lithuania! Who in France suspects what a small village in Eastern Europe is like? Roads rutted by snow or rain, leprous and collapsed houses with roofs skimming the ground, houses huddled together and supporting each other like squads of cripples.… From the rickety streetlamp to the cart made of badly joined planks, which is laboriously dragged by a skeletal mare, from the booted peasant to the sordid children splashing, barefoot, in the puddles of dirty, stagnant water, everything here reveals this poverty which extends into the landscape. (George 1928, 7)





















Birth












Smilavičy








Soutine’s Parents



Zalman








Sarah





















	1Out of a total population of 3,133, 2,094 people were Jewish (Smilovitsky 2009, 225).

	2Published in English in 1931 as Left Bank (trans. Keene Wallis, New York: Horace Liveright).

	3Translated by Richard Howard and published in America as Witches’ Sabbath and The Hunt in a combined printing in 1966 (New York: Ballantine Books Inc.).

	4While ‘the geographical origin of the Biblical “Ashkenaz”, Ashkenazic Jews … and Yiddish, are among the longest standing questions in history, genetics, and linguistics’ (Das et al. 2017, 1), the term Ashkenazi now generally refers to a Jewish person of Central or Eastern European decent (Marcus 2010).

	5In her 2012 account of the Sutin family tree, Donna Sutin Queeny states that Zalman’s place of birth was a town called ‘Puchowitz’ in Belarus (Sutin Queeny 2012, 182), but it is not made clear how that conclusion was arrived at. ‘Puchowitz’ is spelled ‘Pukhavichy’ on contemporary (romanized) maps and refers to a town about 25 miles south of Smilavičy..

	6Etel’s letter is translated into English and transcribed by Dynes (2020, 9). The letter was originally reproduced in Nicoïdski (1993, figure titled ‘Lettre de Ertl Soutine à son frère’) and the source given simply as ‘Archives privées’. The letter is undated but in it, Etel stated that their father had ‘been dead for three years’. This order of the death of Soutine’s parents is contradicted elsewhere by Marevna’s account, where Soutine is reported to have hesitated to return to Smilavičy because his mother had died and he was wary of seeing his father again (Marevna [1972] 2007, 108–9).
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1. La Ruche (1913-¢. 15/16)

2. Cité Falguiére (c. 1915/16-19)

3. 18-20(?) rue du Saint-Gothard (1925)

4. 35 Avenue du Parc Montsouris (now Avenue René-Coty) (1925)
5.9 Boulevard Edgar-Quniet (1927-8)

6.26 Passage d’Enfer (1930-1)

7. 3 rue Narcisse Diaz (1931-2)

6™ Arrondissement

8. 3 rue de I'Aude (1932)

9. 140 Avenue du Parc Montsouris (now Avenue René-Coty) (1932-3)
10. 26 Avenue d’Orleans (now Avenue du Général Leclerc) (1934-6)
11. 3 Avenue d'Orleans (now Avenue du Général Leclerc) (1934-6)

12. 4 Square Henri Delormel (1936)
13. 18 Villa Seurat (1939)
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NOT TO SCALE

1. Paris

2. Livry-Gargan (c. 1914)

3. Cagnes-sur Mer (1918 and again
1923-5)

4. Vence (1918 and 1929)

5. Céret (1919-22)

6. Nice (numerous dates but first
likely c. 1922/3)

e

La Gaude (near Cagnes-sur-
Mer) (c. 1923-4)

8. Cap Martin (near Cagnes-sur-

Mer) (1923?)

9. Amsterdam (1925)
10. Le Blanc (c. 1925)
11. Chétel-Guyon (formerly
Chatelguyon) (c. 1926-8)

Switzerland

12. London (c. 1927/8)

13. Prats, Dordogne (1929)

14. ‘Basque Country’, Spain (1929)
15. Leves (c. 1930-5)

16. Chartres (c. 1934)

17. Deauville, Normandy (1937)
18. Civry-sur-Serein (1939)





