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Abstract 

This thesis aims to examine the work and critical and popular reception of Parisian painter 

Chaim Soutine (1893-1943) in the contexts of four main readings: Soutine's interrogation of 

the visual traditions and iconographies of the past; his lifelong interest in the themes, forms 

and meanings of Christian visual culture; the implications of a series of artist-imposed 

`frames' in relation to Soutine's more general practice of reframing existing motifs in his own 

compositions; and popular receptions of the artist and his work. These areas of focus 

represent new engagement with Soutine's art and depart from the dominant critical trends at 

work in Soutine studies to date. 

Critics have typically read Soutine's work within biographical, anecdotal or stylistic 

contexts, writing a highly individual-centred narrative of this artist's practice and oeuvre, 

which has established Soutine as a particular type of artist. Within that narrative he is cast in 

an expressionist persona and his work is a direct articulation of emotional intensity, even 

madness. Framing Soutine's art in this way fails to position it historically, culturally or 

artistically and also obscures more significant aspects of his production active throughout his 

career. The aspects of Soutine's art forming the focus of this thesis, listed above, run counter 

to traditional patterns of engagement by focusing on issues less concerned with (but which do 

not completely do away with) biography. Their study thus offers the opportunity for 

Soutine's art-historical repositioning. This task is now considerably overdue, a fact especially 

evident in the perpetuation of established critical trends in the most recent contributions to 

Soutine studies in 2008. This thesis presents a new view of Chaim Soutine and his art and 

suggests how he should be positioned in future art history - rather than an acerebral, 

inexperienced artist, new approaches to his work reveal Soutine as a targeted, purposeful 

painter, whose practice engages with and challenges some of art history's most enduring 

concerns. 
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Introduction 

In 2008, one of Paris's newest galleries, the Pinacotheque de Paris, staged a large 

retrospective exhibition of Paris-based painter Chaim Soutine's (1893-1943) work. ' Curated 

by art historian Marc Restellini, the exhibition ran from October 2007 to January 2008 and 

featured one hundred and fifty paintings by the artist. Entitled simply ̀ Soutine', the event was 

one of the first held by the institution, which is dedicated to the display and sale of modem 

and contemporary art. 2 The first major solo exhibition of Soutine's work in France since 

1973, Restellini's show is an important intervention in Soutine studies, not only because it 

offered the first opportunity in over three decades to gain an overview of a significant portion 

of the artist's oeuvre in his country of residence, but also because the event's curation can 

provide significant insight into Soutine's current art historical reception. 3 The organisation of 

the exhibition space, the display of the paintings and the decision to include and highlight 

particular artworks are all factors that can be used as a barometer for that purpose, and in 

particular to gauge Soutine's contemporary reception in France. 

The Pinacotheque de Paris's interior space does not easily lend itself to large-scale 

exhibitions, in which the easy flow of narrative and, more practically, visitors is essential. 

' The Pinacoth8que de Paris is directed by art historian Marc Restellini and has a website advertising current 
exhibitions: http: //www. pinaeotheque. com/en. html. The gallery does not own a collection, and therefore 
dedicates itself to temporary exhibitions such as its 2007 / 2008 Soutine show. The accompanying catalogue to 
this exhibition was also authored by Restellini: Marc Restellini, Soutine, exhib. cat. (Paris: Pinacotheque de 
Paris, 2008). 
2 The Pinacotheque de Paris seems to have staged a single exhibition in 2003 of paintings, drawings and 
collages by Picasso, given to his second and last legal wife, Jacqueline Roque; after that date, the gallery began 
a more regular programme in 2007. In addition to that of Soutine's work in 2007/2008, exhibitions have 
included: Roy Lichtenstein (2007), Georges Rouault (2008), Jackson Pollock (2008), Maurice Utrillo (2009) 
and the `Dutch Golden Age, Rembrandt to Vermeer' (2009). The latter exhibition, the gallery's most recent, 
represents a departure from its twentieth-century programme. 
3 Before the Pinacoth8que de Paris's 2008 intervention, the most recent major solo exhibition of Soutine's work 
in France was held by the Muscle de l'Orangerie in 1973 (27April - 17 September), an institution that, among 
other works, owns and displays the collection of Paul Guillaume, one of Soutine's most prominent art dealers 
(discussed in Chapter One). The 1973 exhibition displayed over one hundred paintings by Soutine and its 
accompanying catalogue was written and edited by art historian Jean Leymarie (1919-2006): Jean Leymarie 
(ed. ), Soutine, exhib. cat. (Paris: Editions des Muscles Nationaux, 1973). Leymarie had earlier co-authored a 
publication on Soutine with Soutine's patron Marcellin Castaing: Marcellin Ca staing and Jean Leymarie, 
Soutine (London: Thames and Hudson, 1963). That publication is somewhat of a hybrid nature, combining art- 
historical analysis and individual memories in an overview of Soutine's production. 



Dim lighting, low ceilings and dark decor do not help to detract from its awkward spatial 

dimensions, which comprise two levels and a non-regular floor plan. For the Soutine show, 

the space was divided into six major areas representing significant stages of the artist's 

career. Each area was a different size, contained varying numbers of paintings and paint 

colour varied between each room. These larger areas were punctuated by smaller `transition 

rooms' (author's term), spaces featuring a maximum of two paintings and a large amount of 

text. These were designed to prepare visitors for a forthcoming stage of the exhibition and to 

ensure the smooth continuation of the event's overarching narrative: a biography of Soutine's 

career. Indeed, the exhibition's six main rooms were entitled: `1913-1919, Paris', `1919- 

1922', Ceret', `1923-1935, Cagnes', `1925-1928, Paris et le Blanc', `1928-1935, Chartres' 

and `1936-1943, Civry'. 4 These categories refer to the various locations in which Soutine 

lived and painted, and therefore more generally to significant biographical events in his 

career. The result was, quite literally, a walk through Soutine's career, with the visitor's 

actual movements tracing the artist's biography in real-time. Biographical approaches to 

Soutine's oeuvre, represented physically and visually in Restellini's exhibition, are a 

common and enduring method of engagement with this artist's work, found throughout the 

historiographical literature belonging to Soutine studies. 

That body of literature is diverse: it comprises a catalogue raisonne, exhibition 

catalogues, fictional writing, journal articles, chapters in books, cinema appearances, 

biographical films, exhibition reviews and newspaper articles. 5 The earliest contribution to 

this corpus dates from 1923 in the form of a journal article written by one of Soutine's most 

important dealers, Paul Guillaume (1891-1934), while the most recent appeared in 2008 in 

4 Works were not displayed chronologically within these rooms, but their dates roughly conformed to the time- 
scale framing each space. 
5 See Bibliography for a complete list of all contributions comprising this corpus. 
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the form of a biographical film. 6 As an artist working in wartime and interwar Paris, Soutine 

attracted criticism from prominent art critics active in that context, and after his death: the 

Faure (1873-1937), Waldemar George (1893-1970) and Paul Guillaume all responded to 

Soutine's work as it was being produced; and Clement Greenberg, David Sylvester, Monroe 

Wheeler and, more recently, Kenneth Silver have all provided key posthumous interventions 

in a growing body of criticism. Many, if not all, of these contributions to Soutine studies 

concentrate on the artist's biography to varying degrees, explaining the particulars of 

Soutine's life and how they can aid understanding of his painting. A common approach, 

biographical interpretation can equip the art historian with a rich, valuable and challenging 

context in which to read an artist's work - where an artist was living when he painted a 

particular work, the artistic, political and cultural circles in which he moved, particulars of his 

personality, his working methods and art-historical interests. In Soutine's case, that 

biography, or at least many versions of it, is a particularly attractive one in terms of art 

historical conventions, full of poverty (in emotional wellbeing as well as financially), the 

pursuit of art at all costs and premature death. It is worth noting some of its key events here, 

not because they are offered as tools for interpretation in this thesis, but because many 

scholars deploy them as such; additionally, aspects of Soutine's biography are essential 

components in the recovery and discovery of new contexts in which his work can be read, a 

process that forms the ultimate purpose of this thesis. Assessment of those new contexts - 

Soutine's commerciality, his interest in and deployment of past artistic models and Christian 

iconographies, and his popular reception - is aimed at offering new stories about Soutine and 

his painting that primarily run counter to existing narratives. As a result, this thesis will thus 

primarily call upon historiographical material to ask new questions about Soutine's art, and is 

thus consciously not an archivally based project. 

6 Paul Guillaume, `Soutine', in: Les Arts a Paris, No. 7 (January 1923), pp. 5-6; and Chaim Soutine produced by 
La Reunion des Muscles Nationaux, a public institution under the direction of the French Ministry of Culture and 
Communication. The latter intervention is studied in detail in Chapter Four. 
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Soutine was born in a Lithuanian stehtl called Smilovitchi, a Jewish ghetto that 

practiced Orthodoxy in a small community (estimated at about four hundred inhabitants). His 

childhood was not a happy one - his father was a mender (a position not as skilled as that of a 

tailor), a station that relegated the family to the lowest ranks of society; accounts of violence 

in the family home also prevail, interpreted by critics as punishment for Soutine's then 

increasingly obvious interest in drawing. Absence of paternal affection was not alleviated by 

maternal attention; his mother is often described as uncommunicative and disinterested. 

Among numerous childhood anecdotes, the most significant is the tale of Soutine's departure 

from Smilovitchi. Maurice Tuchman, co-author of the catalogue raisonne, Soutine, tells the 

story: 

One day, when Soutine was about sixteen, he approached a pious Jew and asked 

him to pose for a portrait. The next day this man's only son and his friends 

thrashed Soutine viciously and left him for dead. He was eventually rescued, but 

it was a week before he could walk again. A complaint was lodged against the 

aggressors by Soutine's mother, and the boy was granted as compensation the 

sum of twenty-five rubles. With the money Soutine and Michel Kikoine set off 

for Minsk. 7 

Maurice Tuchman, Esti Dunow and Klaus Pens (eds. ), Chaim Soutine: Catalogue Raisonnd (Cologne: 
Taschen, 1993), p. 13. Tuchman's catalogue raisonn6 has been reviewed by several scholars, with varying 
receptions. For example: Jane Lee, `Rethinking Soutine: the Truth and the Myth about the Painter Maudit from 
the Russian Shtetl', in: Times Literary Supplement, No. 4758 (10 June 1994), p. 20, which provides a positive 
review of the catalogue, suggesting (perhaps short-sightedly) that the publication helps dispel some of the myths 
about Soutine; and Peter Campbell, writing in 1994: `It's a Crime! ', in: London Review of Books, Vol. 16, No. 
23 (8 December 1994), pp. 24-25, who also offers a favourable view of the new publication. Two of the 
catalogue's authors, Maurice Tuchman and Esti Dunow, had both published on Soutine before their 
collaboration on this project, and particularly Tuchman had made a significant contribution in 1968 to 
accompany an exhibition of Soutine's work at the Los Angeles County Museum of Art in the same year: 
Maurice Tuchman, Chaim Soutine 1893-1943, exhib. cat. (Los Angeles County Museum of Art, 1968). The 
1993 catalogue raisonn6 is, simply put, a slightly updated and expanded version of his earlier intervention. The 
significance of the Los Angeles catalogue should not be downplayed, however, since that publication was 
amongst the first serious scholarly engagements with Soutine's work since his death in 1943. Of additional 
interest is Tuchman's vehement, even vicious, rejection of a 1972 publication claiming identity as a catalogue 
raisonnd on Soutine written by art historian Pierre Courthion (1902-1988): Pierre Courthion, Soutine, Peintre du 
Ddchirant. Chaim Soutine 1893-1943 (Edita, [Paris, ] Denotrl; Office du livre, Fribourg, 1972). Outraged by 
Courthion's "grossly incomplete" catalogue, Tuchman wrote a hard-hitting article in 1974, in: Art International, 
Vol. XVIII, No. 1 (January 1974), pp. 12-13 (earlier quote on p. 12). Getting down to the nitty-gritty of the 
catalogue's many failings, Tuchman writes: "many of the pictures that are included and reproduced are easily 

4 



Clearly, Soutine and his community were subject to strict Talmudic law, which prohibits the 

creation of images in any form. This fact has been viewed as significant by many of Soutine's 

critics, who read into his work an extreme reaction against these early impositions on his 

naturally creative spirit. Writing in 1933, art critic Waldemar George conjectures that 

Soutine's Jewish identity as located in childhood experiences (such as in the anecdote quoted 

above) is apparent in his painting, along with that of fellow Jewish artists Pinchus Kremegne 

(1890-1981) and Abraham Mintchine (1898-1931): "un certain romantisme de la soufferance 

morale est le trait commun de ces artistes originaires de l'Est europeen". 8 In this thesis, the 

identified as fakes: one blatantly appears in colour inside the book and on the dust jacket. Another travesty is a 
self-portrait that bears no relation at all to the style of Soutine" (p. 12). Instead, Tuchman directs us to more 
creditable publications on Soutine, including art critic David Sylvester's 1963 Arts Council of Great Britain 
exhibition catalogue (David Sylvester, Soutine 1893-1943 (Arts Council of Great Britain, 1963) and, perhaps 
unsurprisingly, his own 1968 publication already mentioned. If this were not enough, in accompaniment to his 

slating review, Tuchman persuaded Sweitzer Professor of Law at Stanford University at the time, John Henry 
Merryman, to publish a brief article alongside his own setting out the legalities (under French law) of publishing 
a flawed and potentially damaging catalogue raisonnd. That article is entitled `A Report on Aspects of French 
Law Possibly Applicable to the Publication of a Seriously Defective Catalogue Raisonn8' and appears as part of 
Tuchman's longer contribution. Although Tuchman may have had a point about Courthion's catalogue raisonne 
(the publication is certainly lacking in the ways Tuchman suggests), it is perhaps more likely that he was paving 
the way for his own catalogue raisonn6 on the artist (eventually published in 1993), possibly underway by that 
stage or at least in the early planning stages, rather than having been motivated by any genuine sense of injustice 
towards Soutine. However, much more recent high-profile developments regarding Tuchman are more telling. 
In 2009 it came to light that Maurice Tuchman and Esti Dunow had defrauded the estate of collector Lorette 
Jolles Shefner by advising its representatives to sell them one of its paintings by Soutine, Carcass of Beef (c. 
1925), at a fraction of its true value (Tuchman and Dunow paid $1 million for a painting that should have sold 
for c. $5-6 million). The two art historians then sold the painting to the National Gallery of Art in Washington 
D. C. for double the price they paid the Shefner estate. It also appears that they did not disclose the results of 
recent auction sales to the Shefner estate that would have indicated a much higher price for the Carcass 
painting. Resultantly, the Shefner estate sued Tuchman and Dunow, as well as the National Gallery (for failure 
to research their purchase price), and the painting was returned to the estate, with Tuchman and Dunow 
receiving a hefty fine. Source: http: //www. cbc. ca/arts/artdesign/story/2009/05/21/art-fraud. html; accessed 
20.9.2009. 
$A certain romantic suffering is a common trait amongst Eastern European artists. Waldemar George, ̀ Soutine 
et la Violence Dramatique', in: Amour de I'Art, Vol. 14,1933, pp. 150-152. Here, p. 151. Many of the early 
writings on Soutine conjecture the influence of his Jewish upbringing on his painting. See for example: the 
Faure, Soutine (Paris: Editions CrBs, 1929); Waldemar George, ̀ Soutine', in: Amour de I'Art, Vol. 7 (1927), pp. 
367-368; and Maurice Sachs, ̀ Soutine', in: Creative Art, Vol. 11, No. 4 (December 1932), pp. 272-278. Since 
those early contributions, Monroe Wheeler (curator of Soutine's first retrospective in 1950), Tuchuran, Dunow 
and Andrew Forge have expanded on this issue: Monroe Wheeler, Soutine (New York: MoMA, 1950); Andrew 
Forge, Soutine (London: Spring Books, 1965); Tuchman's catalogue raisonne; and more recently Donald 
Kuspit's catalogue essay, ̀ Soutine's Shudder: Jewish Naivete? ' in the 1998 exhibition catalogue accompanying 
a solo exhibition of Soutine's work at the Jewish Museum in New York, curated by Norman L. Kleeblatt and 
Kenneth Silver: Norman L. Kleeblatt and Kenneth E. Silver (eds. ), An Expressionist in Paris. The Paintings of 
Chaim Soutine, exhib. cat. (Munich, New York: Prestel, 1998), pp. 77-87. The material comprising this group 
attempts to move beyond the somewhat romantic representation of the synthesis of Soutine's Jewish background 
and his painting. Avidgor W. Poseq, Associate Professor Emeritus of History of Art at the Hebrew University of 
Jerusalem, has maintained a constant interest in Soutine, publishing ten articles on Soutine between 1990 and 
1998. The focus of all ten articles, to a greater or lesser degree, is Soutine's Jewish background, which Poseq 
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issue of Soutine's Jewish heritage is discussed in relation to this type of claim, but does not 

become a centre of focus beyond that. However, it is addressed in Chapter Three, which 

considers in detail for the first time how Soutine responded in his works to Christian visual 

culture. Kenneth Silver is the only critic to identify some evidence of Soutine's engagement 

with "the visual signs of Christianity". 9 Presumably made in reference to Soutine's paintings 

of Chartres cathedral, choirboys, subjects at prayer and a communicant, Silver's comment 

addresses only part of the issue - although Christian subjects can be identified throughout 

Soutine's work, Silver overlooks numerous other instances in which Soutine's portrait 

subjects are developed from specific iconographic precedents, especially of the Virgin Mary. 

Exploring Christian themes in this way would seem to move beyond an interest limited to 

`the visual signs of Christianity'. Since Soutine was not vocal on the subject of his religious 

beliefs, the confusion about, and fascination with, his Jewish background is understandable, 

however. As is clear from the biography outlined thus far, Soutine left behind his Jewish 

home as a young adult, but he declined to comment on it thereafter. To some extent an 

unrecoverable context, the analysis carried out in Chapter Tluee will not give undue attention 

to Soutine's religious beliefs, which can arguably be viewed in isolation from Christian 

themes and forms appearing in his painting. Analysis there will instead focus on the paintings 

themselves, asking which iconographies are at work and whether articulation of those in his 

production situates Soutine more firmly within a Western tradition of painting. 

employs as an interpretative tool in the study of individual paintings or of the artist's overall production. These 
articles are: `The Hanging Carcass Motif and Jewish Artists', in: Jewish Art, Vol. 16-17 (1990-1991), pp. 139- 
156; `Soutine's Paraphrases of Rembrandt's Slaughtered Ox', in: Konsthistorik Tidskrii, Vol. 60, No. 3-4 
(1991), pp. 210-222; `On Ugliness, Jewishness and Soutine's Self-Portraits', in: Konsthistorik Tidskrift, Vol. 63. 
No. 1 (1994), pp. 31-52; `Right and Left in Soutine's Last Landscapes', in: Word and Image, Vol. 11, No. I 
(January-March, 1995), pp. 31-36; `Soutine's Two Paintings of Pigs', in: Source, Vol. 14, No. 2 (Winter 1995), 
pp. 38-46; `Soutine's `Flowers of Malaise", in: Source, Vol. 16, No. 3 (Spring 1997), pp. 24-29; `Trees and 
Cathedrals in Soutine', in: Source, Vol. 17, No. 1 (Autumn 1997), pp. 25-33; `Soutine's Dead Fowl as 
Metaphors of Sexuality', in Konsthistorik Tidskrift, Vol. 66, No. 4 (1997), pp. 251-260; `Soutine's `Haptic 
Perspective', in: Arbitus et Historiae, Vol. 19, No. 37 (1998), pp. 153-161,202-203; and ̀ Soutine's Paintings of 
Sad Children', in: Konsthistorik Tidskrift, Vol. 67, No. 1 (1998), pp. 7-18. The issue of Soutine's Jewish 
heritage as it relates to this thesis is addressed in Chapter Three. 
9 Kenneth Silver, `Where Soutine Belongs: His Art and Critical Reception in Paris Between the Wars', in: 
Norman L. Kleeblatt and Kenneth E. Silver, An Expressionist in Paris, pp. 19-40. Here, p. 35. 
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Once in Vilna, Soutine applied for a place at the School of Fine Art on a three-year 

course and was accepted. In a traditional programme, the artist was exposed for the first time 

to the works of the Old Masters and instructed in standard methods of drawing, painting and 

sculpture. Scholars have generally ignored this fact and it has not had any bearing on how 

Soutine's painting is viewed. Kenneth Silver is the only critic to mention this training in any 

significant way in an analysis of Soutine's critical reception in interwar Paris and his interest 

in the art of the past: "we should keep in mind [when studying Soutine's artistic sources], 

although many of his early critics chose to ignore it, that Soutine had been an art student in 

Minsk, before coming to Paris". 10 Soutine's academic training is significant in light of the 

issues discussed in Chapter Two, which studies for the first time in detail his selection and 

deployment of past artistic models in his painting, as it allows Soutine a working knowledge 

of the Old Masters that has been denied him (this issue is discussed shortly). After his course 

came to an end, Soutine moved to Paris in 1913, then the artistic centre of Europe. During his 

first years in Paris he lived and worked in the artists' studio, La Ruche ('the beehive'), where 

at various times Marc Chagall, Fernand Leger, Moise Kisling, Amedeo Modigliani and 

Jacques Lipchitz had also maintained ateliers. There lies something of a contradiction in 

critical representation of this arrival period in Paris, which it is assumed runs until 1919 when 

Soutine left for the small town of Ceret in the French Pyrenees. The critical literature 

emphasises the poverty and terrible living standards Soutine experienced in La Ruche, but 

then pays strikingly little attention to the works he produced while there (mainly Parisian 

landscapes and tabletop still life scenes). The Pinacotheque de Paris exhibition did display a 

number of Soutine's works from this time in a small upstairs space, ̀ 1913-1919, Paris', but it 

was clear that this was Soutine's `experimental' room, viewed as a precursor to the main 

body of the exhibition held downstairs. Labels and signs filled the room with stories about 

1° Kenneth Silver, `Where Soutine Belongs', p. 22. 
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Soutine's childhood in Lithuania and early days in Paris, his biography bridging the spaces 

between the loose arrangement of paintings on columns (the paintings were not ordered 

strictly by date but the room did not contain post-1919 paintings) and acting as points of 

information and guidance. Biography dominated this room, setting the scene for the painter 

whose more significant works would be seen below. 

Moving downstairs, the public was met with a single landscape of Ceret, a small town 

in the French Pyrenees, placed on a wall outside the `entrance' to the exhibition's first major 

room. The space containing Paysage Montagneux (c. 1920) [Fig. 106] clearly marked the 

transition between pre-Ceret and Ceret in the exhibition, a spatial caesura in which to pause 

and contemplate the transition of Soutine's style and location by focusing on a single work 

before entering a room containing many examples of a similar kind. As the detailed 

historiography forming the first chapter of this thesis discusses, Soutine's biography and his 

oeuvre have been divided into `periods', strict stylistic categories into which all his works are 

placed and within which they are read. Soutine's 1913 to 1919 period in Paris, although given 

prominence as an intensely difficult time for the artist, is relatively ignored in interpretative 

accounts. The most prominent period of Soutine's career, as conceived by numerous writers 

throughout the near century of criticism appearing on the artist, is defined by his working stay 

in Ceret. By visiting and painting Ceret, Soutine was following in the footsteps of Picasso, 

Matisse and Modigliani, all of whom had lived in the town at various times and painted its 

quaint houses and Mediterranean landscape. While there, Soutine was prolific, painting over 

two hundred landscapes, all of which feature views of the town and the neighbouring 

countryside. Indeed, he concentrated almost entirely on landscape production during this time, 

a body of work that was to become his most controversial, but also his most celebrated. 

Landscape at Ceret (c. 1920-1921) [Fig. 1] is currently owned by Tate and at various times 

has been on display in Tate Modem's galleries. As an example of Soutine's Ceret landscapes, 
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it is characteristic: a wooded landscape including a recognisable building, rendered in a dark 

palette and in varying degrees of distortion. Restellini's description of the similar Paysage 

Montagneux is also characteristic in its descriptions of, and conclusions about, the Ceret 

landscapes: 

Une constante caracterise les peintures de cette periode: les bätiments prennent le 

plus souvent une forte inclinaison ä droite, et la plupart des paysages montrent 

des empilements de maisons serrees les unes contre les autres, des plissements de 

terrains en pente, des arbres tourmentes par le vent, des ciels souvent menacants, 

dans une palette aux couleurs fortes et eclatantes de vie. ' 1 

Discussion will return to such descriptions in subsequent chapters, but Restellini's 

observations here are significant as an introduction to the artist because the majority of critics 

view such landscapes as archetypal (along with a small selection of later images for which he 

has also become famous featuring flayed beef carcasses); they are taken to represent Soutine 

at his most genuine, exciting and interesting. This thesis will explore what this interpretation 

can tell us about how Soutine's production more generally is viewed: Soutine is invariably 

cast in an expressive persona - an instinctive and volatile artist, whose passion and pursuit of 

art at all costs is visible in the paint itself; the quick, frenetic brushstrokes and unplanned, 

spontaneous compositions identified by critics in paintings such as Paysage Montagneux are 

considered the ultimate expression of that persona. Soutine's biography plays a large part in 

this construction, whereby its events and anecdotes are recounted in art historical analysis of 

the paintings (particularly those produced in Ceret) and are indexed to individual works or 

periods of production. Soutine is by no means a unique case, however. Many artists have 

been subject to the same level of biographical interpretation, within which discourse Vincent 

1A constant characteristic of painting of the period: buildings incline heavily to the right, most of the 
landscapes contain houses stacked against one another, trees are tormented by the wind, skies are menacing, 
and all this in a brilliant and thrilling palette. Marc Restellini, Soutine, p. 75. 
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van Gogh particularly comes to mind. Along with a description of prevailing narratives about 

Soutine and his work active within the historiographical corpus, analysis in Chapter One will 

call upon the work of art historians who have explored the development and deployment of 

the artist's biography, as well as of those who question the validity of biographical 

interpretation in art history, such as Griselda Pollock who takes Van Gogh as a case study 

through which to critique this approach. 

Leaving Paysage Montagneux and entering the next major room, entitled `Ceret, 

1919-1922', the visitor was greeted by a vast selection of portraits, landscapes and still lifes, 

all dating between 1919 and 1922. This room strove to group paintings into series, where 

possible, for example of several Gladioli still lifes Soutine produced in the early 1920s, but 

otherwise works were loosely arranged (i. e. neither chronologically or thematically). 

Information boards were placed between the paintings, on columns and specially erected 

display walls, which explained the practicalities of Soutine's stay in Ceret, along with his 

supposed volatile state of mind during this time. The effect was therefore one of an 

interlacing of biography and works, the implication clearly that one should be seen in light of 

the other, sometimes literally when a board and painting were placed immediately next to one 

another on the wall, the board even matching the dimensions of its accompanying painting. 

Following the `Ceret room', another transition room led the way into `1923-1925, Cagnes'. 

Containing two examples of Cagnes landscapes, this transition space explained Soutine's 

change of location from Ceret to Cagnes-sur-Mer on France's southern coast. After his stay 

in Ceret, Soutine returned only briefly to Paris in 1922 before setting out again the following 

year for Cagnes. Another artist hot-spot, Cagnes offered Soutine a different landscape to the 

one he found in the Pyrenees. Although more arid, the countryside was lighter and less dense. 

It was home to Soutine for two years, during which time he continued to paint landscapes, 

although work in other genres was also underway. Restellini is able to identify a stylistic shift 

10 



in Soutine's work at the time of his relocation: "en comparaison avec les paysages de Ceret, 

le village [of Vue de Cagnes (c. 1922-1923)] est ici beaucoup plus stable, les maisons sont 

solidement ancrees dans le sol, la presence de personnages marchant sur la route donne une 

indication d'echelle". 12 The emphasis Restellini places on the increased figurativeness and 

compositional `stability' of the Cagnes paintings sums up critical interpretation and narrative 

of Soutine's stylistic development at this point. The shift is away from the heavy palette and 

distortions of the Ceret works to the lighter tones of works produced in Cagnes. The `Cagnes 

room' in the Pinacotheque de Paris show was a space almost entirely dedicated to Soutine's 

landscapes and still lifes from the period 1923 to 1925. Some of the arguments made by 

critics for such a stylistic development are compelling and equally the works themselves 

seem to demonstrate that changes to Soutine's work around this time do exist. However, one 

of the most significant reasons cited for this change by critics throughout the 

historiographical corpus is that of Soutine's increasing interest in the art of the past, which 

critics such as Clement Greenberg and David Sylvester argue begins to be voiced more 

clearly at this stage. In summary, that argument states that, frustrated with his own inability to 

organise a canvas formally, Soutine turned to the Old Masters for compositional exemplar; 

essentially, he began to copy, acerebrally, the works he found in the Louvre: "Soutine never 

forgot that he had come to Paris to paint like the masters he idolised". 13 This conception of 

Soutine's methods, and of his oeuvre, views the stylistic development as a dilution of 

Soutine's original vision, a vision primarily embodied in the Ceret works. 14 This thesis takes 

issue with this argument for two reasons: first, as will be argued in Chapter Two, Soutine's 

use of past sources is a lifelong commitment rather than a phenomenon only arising at the 

commencement of the Cagnes paintings (evidenced by his earliest paintings in the form of 

121n comparison to the Ceret landscapes, this village is very stable, the houses are rooted firmly in the ground 
and the figures present in the landscape serve as an indicator of scale. Marc Restellini, Soutine, p. 108. 
13 Monroe Wheeler, Soutine, pp. 42 - 43. 
14 A detailed historiography of these concepts, and of Soutine's stylistic development as it is conceived by 
contributors to Soutine studies, is provided in Chapter One. 
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still life works clearly referencing the European still life tradition, to take just a single 

example). Second, with the exception of Kenneth Silver, none of Soutine's posthumous 

critics set Soutine's use of past models within a contemporary cultural, political or artistic 

context. The prominent critics mentioned at the outset of this chapter - 
the Faure, Waldemar 

George and Paul Guillaume - all comment on Soutine's sources, statements that can go some 

way to revealing how Soutine's work was received in its contemporary context, but these 

have not been taken into account by later critics. That context as conceived here takes as its 

basis Kenneth Silver's and Christopher Green's highly detailed studies of cultural wartime 

and post-war France. 15 Silver and Green argue (among other things) for a recognition of the 

impact upon the work of avant-garde painters wrought by the cultural politics of the rappel a 

Vordre: the shift, both aesthetic and political, from pre-war progressivism (embodied 

primarily in Cubist trends in art) to classical models in the wake of the First World War. This 

saw leading avant-garde artists such as Picasso begin to negotiate a path (in Picasso's case, 

characteristically on his own terms) between allegiance to pre-war developments and 

acceptance of overwhelming wartime and interwar political currents that eschewed 

abstraction. The return to figuration in interwar Paris, albeit in different vocabularies, has not 

been considered in relation to Soutine's work, which was from start to finish figurative and, 

although in a Modernist hand, naturalistic. It also incorporated the motifs and stylistic 

features of many past artists, the activation of whose work would have carried specific 

meanings within the cultural context of the period: Rembrandt van Rijn (1606-1669), Jean- 

Baptise-Simeon Chardin (1699-1779), Gustave Courbet (1819-1877) and Paul Cezanne 

(1839-1906), to take just four examples among many. Chapter Two asks why Soutine 

selected these past masters, and how referencing them, sometimes highly overtly, may have 

15 The main studies of this period drawn upon in this thesis are: Romy Golan, Modernity and Nostalgia. Art and 
Politics in France Between the Wars (New Haven and London: Yale University Press, 1995); Christopher 
Green, Art in France 1900-1940; and Kenneth E. Silver, Esprit de Corps: the Art of the Parisian Avant-Garde 
and the First World War, 1914-1925 (London: Thames and Hudson, 1989). 
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influenced the contemporary reception of his painting and tells us something new about those 

particular artists. Many of the examples selected for that analysis date beyond Soutine's stay 

in Cagnes, from which location he returned to Paris in 1925 where he was to stay until 

France's occupation under the National Socialists forced his exile to the Parisian countryside 

in the late 1930s and early 40s. 

`1923-1925, Cagnes' was followed by a room dedicated to Soutine's post-1925 work 

containing choirboy portraits and paintings of Chartres, finishing in several post-1940 still 

lifes and portraits in two further rooms, collectively named 'Civry, 1936-1943', referring to 

the time when Soutine was in exile in the countryside surrounding Paris (at least between 

1939 and 1943). These later rooms were notably smaller than those appearing before them, 

possibly reflecting Soutine's decreased work output during the late 1930s and early 40s, but 

also potentially mirroring the diminished critical interest in these later works. The exhibition 

catalogue itself provides very little information on these images, limiting its descriptions 

either to biographical accounts of Soutine's time in exile or to brief statements such as: "il 

[Soutine] execute aussi quelques portraits de personnages plus sophistiques, brosses avec la 

meme vitalite". 16 The `late works', as they have become known, contain some of the most 

prominent examples of Soutine's deployment of past sources. His Carcass of Beef (c. 1925) 

[Fig. 2] is one of his most celebrated works, presumably because of its arresting colour 

scheme and apparently shocking subject -a flayed beef carcass, cut open at its middle and 

displayed upside-down in central composition. It has also been singled out because it overtly 

references Rembrandt's Flayed Ox (1655) [Fig. 3] held in the Louvre, sharing as the two 

images do the same motif depicted from the same angle. As subsequent investigation will 

demonstrate, this has been a difficult image upon which to base a study of Soutine's use of 

sources because it departs from Rembrandt's image to such an extent as to render the 

16 He produced sophisticated portraits, painted with vitality and life. Marc Restellini, Soutine, p. 201. 
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connection more ambiguous than first appears. That said, however, as one of Soutine's best 

known works and one that critics have identified as referencing a specific work of the past, it 

is a relevant case study and can provide new insight into how Soutine's work may have been 

received in its original context. 

The story told by the 2008 exhibition and Marc Restellini does not depart from 

previous modes of engagement with Soutine's oeuvre, instead serving further to establish 

familiar narratives of Soutine's stylistic development, narratives which are clearly still 

impacting the reception of this artist's work today. The exhibition's spatial organisation is a 

manifestation of those stories, its dynamics and the flow of people through the gallery space 

physically framing Soutine's art within their boundaries. In this sense, the exhibition should 

be considered a lost opportunity: it fails to present new or original engagement with Soutine 

in the most significant event in Soutine studies to occur in France since 1973. It is therefore 

clear that new contexts in which to read Soutine's work, other than the biographical, are 

sorely needed. New narratives about his work take two major forms in this thesis: the first has 

already been mentioned, the revaluation of Soutine's sources - which past artists, motifs and 

themes Soutine activated in his work and which meanings his selections may have had during 

his lifetime; this study also asks how the unambiguously Christian subject-matter present 

throughout Soutine's painting fits into a such a revaluation. This area of focus forms the bulk 

of the thesis content. It should be noted from the outset that some of the conclusions drawn in 

that content, particularly discussion about Soutine's use of frames (highlighted where 

relevant), are necessarily hypothetical and may require revision in the light of any new 

evidence acquired. The speculative nature of those interpretations results from a lack of 

access to relevant key paintings necessary for more detailed exploration of the ideas posited 

there. Second, this thesis will offer a detailed exploration of Soutine's popular reception. 

Although Soutine's popular reception is novel and diverse, it has not been given critical 
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attention to date, with the exception of the following bracketed observation by Tuchman in 

1968: "Roald Dahl's short story, Skin, features ̀ Chaim Soutine' tattooing a portrait with `that 

twisted, tortured quality' all over a friend's back -a brilliant metaphor of Soutine's actual 

approach"'. " The text to which Tuchman refers was originally published in 1952 by Roald 

Dahl as one of his adult short stories, a body of work which has been somewhat eclipsed by 

his better known children's fiction. Skin is Soutine's first known appearance in popular 

culture, notably published just two years after his first retrospective held at MoMA in 1950 

curated by Monroe Wheeler. In Dahl's story, Soutine features as a one-time tattoo artist, who 

during his early years in Paris lived with a Russian friend, Drioli. Drioli teaches Soutine how 

to tattoo by offering his own back as an experimental canvas, upon which Soutine somewhat 

reluctantly tattoos a portrait of Drioli's wife, Josie. Skin was also adapted for television 

during the early 1980s as part of Dahl's Tales of the Unexpected series, aired by Anglia 

Television for ITV. A successful production, it ran to nine series and attracted prominent cast 

members. Along with these interventions, Chapter Four will also consider Mona Lisa Smile 

(2003), a feature film featuring Julia Roberts in which Soutine's Carcass of Beef makes a 

significant cameo appearance, and a 2008 biographical film dedicated to Soutine produced by 

La Reunion des Musees Nationaux, a public institution under the direction of the French 

Ministry of Culture and Communication. The film, Chaim Soutine, activates an oral history 

of Soutine using the verbal accounts of those who knew him, while also adding the 

institutional voices of French curators and art historians (including, significantly, Marc 

Restellini). Although this film may not be considered `popular' in the same way, Chaim 

Soutine is nevertheless a product designed for mass dissemination in order to provide a public 

audience with an entertaining introduction to the artist. It is also significant in the light of this 

"Maurice Tuchman, Chaim Soutine 1893-1943, p. 31. 
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thesis because to a large extent the film reproduces the critical trends outlined in relation to 

Restellini's 2008 exhibition. 18 

To varying degrees, all the popular projects mentioned above respond in significant 

ways to, and are informed by, the critical literature on Soutine. Dahl, for example, is known 

to have collected Soutine's work, along with that of Soutine's contemporaries, and he took an 

academic interest in art history as a discipline. His descriptions of Soutine's paintings are, at 

times, notably similar to those relating to the Ceret landscapes, particularly of the Tate 

landscape mentioned earlier. This is a connection made visual in Skin's adaptation, when a 

reproduction of the landscape appears several times in the episode, along with numerous 

other identifiable works by Soutine. The blending of fact and fiction apparent in these 

interventions is key to understanding their representation of Soutine and his oeuvre. In them, 

the fictionalised Soutine is made distinct from Soutine's actual biography by casting him in 

the guise of a tattoo artist; but at the same time, the narrative structure follows that biography 

closely - arrival in Paris, a time of poverty succeeded by financial and professional success. 

In Mona Lisa Smile, Soutine's Carcass of Beef appears in the art history lecture theatre of 

conservative 1950s Wellesley College where it confronts a group of art history students under 

the tutelage of Katherine Ann Watson (Julia Roberts). Used to a traditional syllabus 

presenting a chronological art history with a Gombrichian narrative, the Wellesley girls are 

puzzled, confused and, in some cases, indignant. They do not know at this stage that this 

image will act as the catalyst for the redefinition of their social, intellectual and emotional 

boundaries. Chapter Four will ask why this image in particular should have been selected for 

this role and what that decision says about how Soutine and his work are viewed. It is likely, 

however, that the prominence given to the Carcass paintings in the critical literature resulted, 

at least in part, in the decision to feature this image by Soutine. Although amongst the most 

" Although is it not stated explicitly that the film was made in conjunction with the Pinacotheque de Paris 

exhibition, it seems reasonable to assume that the film was prompted by renewed interest in Soutine's work in 
France sparked by Restellini's show. 
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recent popular interventions to feature Soutine or his paintings, Mona Lisa Smile is only 

succeeded by the 2008 biographical documentary, Chaim Soutine. As the most recent 

contribution to Soutine studies, the film is significant because it reveals how Soutine is 

currently received, in this case in France. With a clear institutional identity, Chaim Soutine 

does not hesitate in assigning Soutine an overtly French identity, created by activating the 

informed testimonies of French curators and art historians (the film is French-language but 

provides an English version also) and the informal reminiscences of those who knew Soutine 

as friend or colleagues. Both write Soutine firmly into French art history. 

This thesis is an intervention into the critical literature on Soutine with wider implications. It 

attempts to recover and uncover contexts in which Soutine's work can be (re)read, while 

evaluating in the process dominant critical trends and prevailing narratives about the artist. (It 

will also identify further areas for study and / or revaluation, and these will be highlighted at 

relevant points in discussion. ) Within this remit, the analysis does not attempt to discuss 

every aspect of Soutine's oeuvre, though it does cover his work in all three genres at various 

points. Still lifes and portraits feature most prominently, however, as Soutine's work in those 

genres offer the greatest scope for detailed discussion of the issues discussed above. 19 The 

uniqueness of this contribution to Soutine studies lies in offering new narratives about the 

artist and fresh readings of his work, thus moving beyond those that have been dominant 

since the earliest criticism published on Soutine in the early 1920s. It ultimately aims to 

propose how Soutine should be positioned in future art history - rather than a passionate but 

naive artist working solely within the confines of his own expressionist persona, Soutine 

19 See Chapter One, pp. 53-56 for detailed discussion of how the iconographic conventions associated with these 
genres play out, and are manipulated, in Soutine's work. Any examination of Soutine's still lifes or portraits 
should address how comfortably his paintings in both categories sit within the wider conventions of each genre 

- to what extent, for example, can Soutine's portraits of unnamed choirboys, chefs, bell boys and waiters be 

considered ̀ portraits' in the most traditional sense? This and similar questions are addressed in Chapter One and 
again in Chapter Two. 
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should be regarded as an artist who responded with awareness to significant contemporary 

trends in creative and cultural politics, and as an artist engaged in close visual dialogue with 

past sources throughout his career. 
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Chapter One 

`Very strange and crazy - but I like it': 20 

Soutine's Critical Reception, a Historiography 

I Soutine's Biography 

Fig. 4 shows a photograph of a man standing in the countryside against a backdrop of large 

stones and, in the further distance, a wood . 
21 The man wears a fitted suit, tie and hat, the latter 

pulled down to obscure his eyes. It is a bright day, with a cloudless sky and his shadow 

stretching over the rocks to his left. There are no landmarks or distinguishing features in the 

landscape that allow us to identify the location of the photograph, nor is the subject 

accessorised with anything that may hint at his identity. Even his eyes, those key features of 

recognition, are obscured from our view - at first glance the subject is as identity-less as his 

location. And yet delving a little deeper, certain elements become apparent that suggest this 

photograph is something more than an informal snapshot. The subject's reasonably formal 

attire might begin to seem incongruous with his rural surroundings on a bright summer's day; 

the formality of the composition, with the subject located at the confluence of the pleasing 

slopes of the stones to the left of the image and the rolling hill to the right, suggests that this 

is not a spontaneous photograph; and the model's somewhat staged, even awkward pose, 

combines with the latter elements to create an overall sense of theatricality. This is a 

photograph in which the signifiers of the staged, studio portrait are deliberately left visible. 

Recognising the image's nature as a portrait photograph may lead to further questions 

regarding the identity of this individual - is he someone well known enough to be 

20 Quotation from Roald Dahl's short story, Skin (1952), in: Roald Dahl, Skin and Other Stories (London: 
Puffin, 2001), p. 2. 
21 All photographs cited in this thesis are derived from two sources, both of which are recent exhibition 
catalogues accompanying solo exhibitions on Soutine: Marc Restellini, Soutine; and Sophie Krebs, Henriette 
Mentha and Nina Zimmer, Soutine und die Moderne, exhib. cat. (Basel: DuMont, 2008). Neither publication 
cites sources for featured photographic material of Soutine. 
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photographed? A celebrity, perhaps, whose shades and knowing grin are designed to create a 

sense of nonchalant savviness. Once again, the clues, however subtle, that go some way to 

answering these questions are in the photograph. The image's deceptively simple 

composition masks its centre - the sitter's hands, resting casually with knitted fingers, sit at 

the meeting point of the vertical axis running through the subject's body (which almost joins 

up the `top' and `bottom' of the image) and the horizontal running through the rocks (which 

splits the image in two). The centrality of the hands is emphasised by the bright light falling 

unheeded upon them, set off by the darkness of the suit against which they rest. The only 

other area of bare skin on view is the subject's face, but that is promptly and effectively 

downplayed by the shade created by the hat and the white collar of his shirt. Accordingly, 

professions in which craftsmanship and the use of one's hands are essential most prominently 

come to mind as possible careers for the man in this photograph. Narrowing matters down 

still further are the subject's fairly formal clothes and the apparent smoothness of his hands, 

both of which suggest a level of financial comfort and rule out labouring professions. 

Certainly he is not glamorous enough to be a celebrity in the Hollywood sense, nor is he so 

affluently attired that we might suspect aristocratic or moneyed connections. The alternatives 

as to the identity of this subject are, then, increasingly limited. And yet at this point the 

viewer is left guessing - no further clues to identity are provided and by this stage we have 

had to wring this photograph so thoroughly that we may give up in puzzlement. This is not an 

image that is designed to smack of explicitness in any way, and the viewer may glean a final 

sense that this could comment on the personality of a retiring subject (something that his 

distancing sunglasses may also confirm). 

The subject of the photograph is in fact the early-twentieth century painter Chaim 

Soutine (1893-1943), who lived and worked in Paris between the years 1913 and 1943. This 

basic knowledge sharpens the detail in the image and allows its more effective reading. Set 
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within context, the hands become the hands of an artist, physically the indispensable tool of 

his profession and symbolically the mysterious and mythical agent of his creativity. So 

central are his hands in the portrait that Soutine himself almost disappears - the rest of his 

body does not add any sense of individuality and he has removed himself from the scene 

behind his dark sunglasses and nondescript suit; he is a non-presence, his body functioning 

merely as a support to the animated and vital tools of his trade (his hands are the most 

animated and life-like element in the image). Soutine is not pictured with any of his paintings 

and the extreme dislocation from his art or the traditional site of its conception and creation, 

the artist's studio, could not be more definite than in this image where the artist is depicted 

outside, in an unidentifiable location and incongruously smartly dressed without any sign of 

his easel, brushes or paints, nor any sign that he has come into contact with those things 

previous to this photograph - his hands and clothes are conspicuously clean. Moreover, the 

portrait does not contain historicising signals that would allow us to establish a social or 

cultural context for this individual: his attire is strangely timeless, there is no identifiable 

urban landscape, no fellow artists, no cafe, no sense of time or place. Rather, this image is 

carefully designed to focus all attention on the creative act, embodied here in Soutine's hands 

and fingers, and by extension in the artist himself. 

Within the genre to which this image belongs, the artist's portrait, it is somewhat 

unusual, and particularly so within the more common branch of that genre contemporary with 

Soutine, the artist in his studio: "the public's fascination with the artist's working life and the 

artist's own desire to proclaim his distinctiveness as a creative personality have given rise to 

the traditional theme of the artist in his studio, through which the artist explores his processes 

in the context of his working space". 22 This portrait format is represented in the work of 

Alexander Liberman (1912-1999), to take just one example, a photographer and successful 

22 Ronnie L. Zakon, The Artist and the Studio in the Eighteenth and Nineteenth Centuries (Ohio: Cleveland 
Museum of Art, 1978), p. 9. 
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sculptor who in 1969 published a volume of his photographs featuring key artists of the 

twentieth-century. Although he never photographed Soutine, Liberman did include Soutine's 

contemporaries in his volume, for example the painter Georges Rouault whose work Soutine 

was known to have appreciated. 23 Fig. 5 shows Liberman's 1956 portrait of Rouault, then 

eighty-five, sitting in his studio wearing the surgeon's uniform in which he always painted. 

This image is more typical of the artist's portrait - the artist is featured with an example of 

his work, usually a particularly iconic piece, and with the tools of his vocation such as 

paintbrushes. Thus the viewer is able to penetrate the elusive world of the artist's studio and 

examine the site of his creativity in detail and at leisure. Such images also aim to summarise 

or comment upon the artist's oeuvre as a whole or on a particular part of it. More specifically, 

however, they may provide insight into the creative impulse, in Rouault's case a moment cast 

as characteristically eccentric via his spotless surgical gown. Soutine, however, is never set 

within a studio, nor is he pictured with his work in this way. Extant are further photographs 

of Soutine by unknown photographers and a portrait painting by his fellow artist Amedeo 

Modigliani, none of which bring artist and work together in the photographic or canvas 

frame. Set so furtively within his own world - the world of the artist - Soutine is thus 

distanced from the viewer and cast as an unknowable enigma. 

If the image of the artist narrated by photographs of Soutine like this one calls to mind 

the convention of the `artist-genius' as it is understood in Modernist art historical debate, it is 

no coincidence. The exclusive focus on the mysteriousness and solitariness of the creative act 

prevalent in images of Soutine is also found throughout textual discussion on the artist, which 

" Marcellin Castaing (Soutine's patron) and Jean Leymarie state this fact without hesitation in their 1963 study 
of Soutine's work. Describing Soutine's reaction when Andre Masson asked him w hich painter he liked: 
"without hesitation he replied `Rouault"' (Marcellin Castaing and Jean Leymarie, Soutine, p. 24). Critic, art 
historian and curator at MoMA, James Thrall Soby was the only individual to attempt an art historical study on 
the relationship between Soutine's and Rouault's art, a surprising general omission since parallels certainly do 
exist. The study adopts a psychoanalytical methodology, suggesting that the very different backgrounds of both 
painters (Rouault's fairly stable and comfortable familial background is contrasted with Soutine's traumatic 
experience as a stehtl child), mean that in order to create their art, Soutine recalls difficult memories for 
inspiration, while Rouault is capable of imagining a similar state: James Thrall Soby, `Two Painters of Tragedy: 
Rouault and Soutine', in: James Thrall Soby: Contemporary Painters (New York: MoMA, 1948), pp. 92-98. 
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generally privileges the artist-genius narrative of Soutine and his artistic production. This is 

by no means exclusive to Soutine, it has been told since the first artist biographies appearing 

in Pliny's Natural History. Its history spans Antiquity to the present day and is inextricably 

bound up with the changing status of the artist throughout the history of Western painting. 24 

Of interest to this chapter, however, is a particular conception of the artist-genius, which 

cemented itself in the Romanticism of the late-eighteenth and early-nineteenth centuries. 

Joanne Cubbs summarises this notion of the artist in her broader investigation of the role of 

the artist throughout history: 

Another popular Romantic myth portrayed artists as rebels or adversaries of 

established culture. Contemptuous of social conventions, past aesthetic traditions, 

and cultural orthodoxies of any kind, this image of the artist-outsider challenged 

the authority of the status quo. It was a role that would be best realised in the 

early twentieth century by the modem avant-garde, who channelled their 

dissatisfaction with the state of Western civilization into a succession of artistic 

movements and manifestos charged with the rhetoric of revolution. 25 

Cubbs further laments: 

Z4 It is beyond the remit of this chapter to provide that history, or historiography, in detail here. However there 
are several comprehensive and engaging studies that do, including: the introduction in Emma Barker, Nick 
Webb and Kim Woods (eds. ), The Changing Status of the Artist (New Haven and London: Yale University 
Press, 1999); Joanne Cubbs, ̀ The Artist as Outsider', in: Michael D. Hall and Eugene W. Metcalf, Jr (eds. ), The 
Artist Outsider. Creativity and the Boundaries of Culture (Washington and London: Smithsonian Institution 
Press, 1994); and Rosalind Krauss, `In the Name of Picasso', in: October, Vol. 16 (Spring 1981), pp. 5-22. It 

should be noted here that while this chapter will go on to discuss representations of Soutine's biography and 
constructions of images of the artist, there is also a large body of literature pertaining to biography as 
methodology that will not be considered here, as it is beyond the aims of this chapter. Major contributors to that 
art historical discourse on approaches to monographic subjects are Barthes, Derrida and Foucault, whose 
theories on the `death of the author' and `author function' have widely impacted the discipline. Barthes and 
Derrida point out the problems with suggesting an author controls meaning or interpretation of their work and 
with the belief that a critic can offer a definitive reading of an author's intentions; while Foucault points to the 
function of the author as part of the structure of a text and not as part of its interpretation. See: R. Barthes, ̀ The 
Death of the Author', in: Stephen Heath (ed. ), Image, Music, Text (London: Fontana, 1977); Jacques Derrida, 
The Truth in Painting, translated by Geoff Bennington and Ian McLeod (Chicago, London: University of 
Chicago Press, 1987); and, for example, Foucault's 1969 essay, What is an Author?, in: Josue V. Harari, J, 
Textual Strategies: Perspectives in Post-Structuralist Criticism (Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press, 1979). 
25 Joanne Cubbs, ̀ The Artist as Outsider', p. 78. 
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Much standard art history from the last two centuries seems to be little more than 

a relentless recasting of the Romantic outsider theme. Although the actors 

change, the basic plots remain the same - story after story of daring formalist 

rebellion accompanied by flamboyant gestures of social defiance, countless 

excerpts from the melodramatic memoirs of misunderstood genius, and tragic 

accounts of artist poets consumed by their lonely creative quests. 26 

Cubbs is correct to imply that the artist's biography, itself an established genre with its own 

textual forms, often provides the material for stories and myths of the artist. Other media 

have served the same purpose, for example autobiographical writings (to which the artist 

him/herself may contribute, actively creating one's own mythologies), the self-portrait and, 

particularly in the twentieth century, the photographic artist portrait 27 There may be several 

stories art historians can relate about a particular artist, his/her painting and his/her life, all 

more or less accurate. However, that of the artist-genius has been a target of wide art 

historical debate, for several reasons. One of these is that privileging the story of an isolated, 

introspective artist over other possible narratives removes that artist from his/her historical, 

cultural and artistic context to such an extent that their art can only be viewed as the 

expression of his/her creative personality. Although Cubbs situates this trope in the Parisian 

avant-garde of pre-Second World War France, numerous other artists' reputations have also 

been subject to the same treatment, for example Michelangelo, Rembrandt, Goya, Van Gogh 

and Picasso (discussion will return to Van Gogh shortly), to name just a few. Stories of their 

26 Joanne Cubbs, `The Artist as Outsider', p. 78. In his play, Kafka's Dick (1986), Alan Bennett describes a 
myth of the artist that coincides closely with Cubbs's, and one that explains why Kafka is a celebrated author. 
The character of Sydney explains: "And there is one story we never fail to like because it is always the same. 
The myth of the artist's life. How one struggled for years against poverty and indifference only to die and find 
himself famous. [... ] He plunges from a bridge and she hits the bottle. Both of them paid. That is the myth. Art 
is not a gift, it is a transaction, and somewhere an account has to be settled. [... ] We like to be told, you see, that 
you can't win. We prefer artists to die poor and forgotten, like Rembrandt, Mozart or Beethoven, none of whom 
did, quite. One reason why Kafka is so celebrated is because his life conforms in every particular to what we 
have convinced ourselves an artist's life should be" (Alan Bennett, Two Kafta Plays: Kajka's Dick and The 
Insurance Man (London: Faber and Faber, 1987), p. 64). 
27 My thanks to Elise Noyez of the University of Amsterdam for the information she provided on the history of 
the image of the artist. 
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eccentricity, passion and even madness dominate to an extreme degree and their work has 

often been read solely within those contexts. Some scholars in more recent years, most 

notably Griselda Pollock and Rosalind Krauss, have declared the time ripe for change. They 

have argued for an awareness of the implications of choosing to tell this story of the artist 

exclusively, while they also search for alternative stories that move away from an 

individualist approach to works of art but do not loose sight of artists as creative agents. 28 It is 

important to stress that scholars like Pollock do not argue for complete abandonment of 

biography, nor do they call for the interpretation of artworks without reference to artists. 

It is not the purpose of this chapter to supply new narratives to counter that of the 

artist-genius in relation to Soutine (this will be the aim of subsequent chapters), but rather to 

unpack the rhetorics of the image of the artist that have been at work within the critical 

corpus relating to him, as well as to draw attention to the impact those have had upon the 

reception of his work. Exclusive focus on the mysteriousness of the creative act and on 

Soutine's `character' is found throughout textual discussion on the artist, which generally 

privileges the conditions surrounding the creation of his works instead of the works 

themselves, or at the very least determines to view one in light of the other. One such 

condition is Soutine's biography which recurs as an enduring source of fascination, 

discussion and, perhaps more problematically, interpretive source throughout Soutine studies. 

Catherine Soussloff reminds us that artists' biographies are all too often "used by the 

interpreters to discuss or discern intention as it is appears to be evidenced in the work", 29 and 

in Soutine's case, this mode of interpretation endures from the first publications on the artist 

to the most recent. Particulars of artists' biographies, unwaveringly those that support the 

28 See in particular: Rosalind Krauss, The Originality of the Avant-Garde and Other Modernist Myths 
(Cambridge, Massachusetts, London: The MIT Press, 1985); Rosalind Krauss, `In the Name of Picasso', pp. 5- 
22; and Fred Orton and Griselda Pollock, Avant-Gardes and Partisans Reviewed., A Social History of Art 
(Manchester. Manchester University Press, 1996). 
29 Catherine M. Soussloff, The Absolute Artist (Minneapolis, London: University of Minnesota Press, 1997), p. 
20. 
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image of the artist-genius, are frequently related in anecdotal form in scholarly discussion of 

Soutine's work. There, the anecdote -a narrative aspect of the artist biography - or a certain 

biographical event casting the artist in a particularly passionate light is cited in relation to a 

particular work, or series of works, and functions as an explanatory source for both the 

creation and aesthetics of the finished artwork. 

If these concerns are reminiscent of those arising in expressionist theories of creativity 

(as conceived in this thesis, for which discussion see below) it is no coincidence. Soutine has 

been cast in an expressionist persona since the early stages of criticism and has been aligned 

with two major understandings of the term `expression' in art: his use of the canvas surface, 

in particular his brushstrokes, bear the signs of his state of mind at the time of painting; and 

his paintings produce a specific feeling in the viewer, which may or may not have been the 

artist's own contemporaneously with its creation. In both cases, the work is indexed (to 

borrow J. Christie and Fred Orton's term) to specific events in Soutine's biography (itself 

multi-versioned) which support a critic's argument for the emotional state the work is seen to 

be expressing. The formal characteristics of some of Van Gogh's most famous works are 

instanced by Griselda Pollock as an example of this kind of practice: 

He [Van Gogh] relied on this contraption [his own version of a perspective 

frame] until June 1888, but could never submit himself entirely to the discipline 

that its use demanded. This accounts for the deviations from linear perspective 

which came to characterise his work and which have given rise to numerous 

fanciful or psychologistic interpretations. Despite these interpretations, the 

divergences from consistent geometric space must be attributed to a contradiction 

of which Van Gogh was at times fully aware. 30 

30 Fred Orton and Griselda Pollock, Avant-Gardes and Partisans Reviewed, p. 11. 
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Here Pollock points out that the lines and forms, presumably combined with the brushstrokes 

and surface texture, of Van Gogh's later works have been evidenced by some critics as the 

physical markers of particular, often psychotic, states of mind which the artist was 

experiencing at the time of production. Pollock offers an alternative hypothesis for some of 

the formal characteristics that have become synonymous with the Dutch master's psychosis: a 

deviation from the perspectival laws he attempted to impose upon his work. Whether or not 

Pollock's interpretation is correct, it supplies another reading which moves away from an 

expressionistic interpretation without entirely disregarding biography as a useful source. 

Similar arguments to those made in favour of Van Gogh's expressionism have also been 

made about Soutine's art, its aesthetic and formal qualities and his working methods. In 1950, 

the Museum of Modern Art in New York hosted an exhibition entitled Soutine. Running from 

October 1950 to January of the following year, the exhibition displayed eighty-two Soutine 

paintings spanning the breadth of the artist's oeuvre. The first retrospective since the artist's 

death in 1943, the MoMA show was an inevitably crucial intervention in a growing body of 

reception criticism, and also served as an indicator of steady posthumous interest in Soutine's 

work. Curating the exhibition was Monroe Wheeler, a key figure in MoMA's exhibition and 

publication programme from 1941 (when he was made head of that department) until his death 

in 1988 31 Wheeler was also responsible for the exhibition's catalogue, published in time for 

opening day. Introducing us to the artist, Wheeler asks: 

Which came first? Did his art sadden him so that it cast an irremediable shadow 

on his way of life? Or was his experience of life so grievous that his art could 

express nothing but grief and bitterness? It seemed a vicious circle. In any case, 

31 Wheeler's obituary was published in the New York Times on 16 August 1988. Wheeler joined MoMA in 

1935, swiftly gaining in seniority to become head of the department of exhibitions and publications in 1941, a 

position he held until 1967. Following this, he acted as advisor to the board of trustees. Previous to his 

employment at MoMA, however, Wheeler had been a publisher based in Europe, where he had made 
connections with leading modem artists, among them Picasso, Renoir and Chagall. See: 
http: //www. nytimes. com (accessed 30.4.2008). 
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instead of relieving his mind, the intense seriousness of his artistic effort only dug 

deeper the melancholy channels of his thought. 32 

In posing this question, Wheeler explicitly situates the conditions of Soutine's production 

and the paintings themselves in expressionist practice. To cite a more specific example and a 

painting that will recur throughout this thesis, Soutine's Carcass of Beef (1925) [Fig. 2] has 

been a target of this mode of critical reception and interpretation, perhaps because it is easily 

indexed to a biographical event in Soutine's life. Carcass of Beef is a still life featuring a 

flayed carcass, in central composition, which fills the canvas space. Rendered in striking 

blues, reds, oranges and yellows, Carcass is one of Soutine's best known paintings. Wheeler 

tells the anecdote about the painting as well as any other critic: 

According to the legend, when the glorious colours of the flesh were hidden from 

the enthralled gaze of the painter by an accumulation of flies, he paid a wretched 

little model to sit beside it and fan them away. He got from the butcher a pale of 

blood, so that when a portion of the beef dried out, he could freshen its colour. 

Other dwellers in the Rue du Mont St. Gothard complained of the odour of the 

rotting flesh, and when the police arrived Soutine harangued them on how much 

more important art was than sanitation or olfactory agreeableness. 33 

Critical discussion of this still life, and the series of five similar paintings with which it is 

often grouped, has emphasised the story behind its production rather than its formal or 

contextual qualities. Interpretation of the work has been determined by the narrative of 

eccentricity surrounding its conception and production, and we are encouraged by Wheeler to 

feel the force of passion present at the time of its production when viewing it: "these 

paintings are formidable, and some people never get used to them. [... ] It is not so much a 

32 Monroe Wheeler, Soutine, p. 31. 
33 Monroe Wheeler, Soutine, p. 68. 
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dead animal as a wild phantom of the species". 34 The finished painting is therefore returned 

to the time of its production and becomes shorthand for Soutine's eccentricity and, by 

implication, expressivity. 

Readings like these confine Soutine within an interior, expressive world, a persona 

made visual in a photograph of him by an unknown photographer, featured in Fig. 6. Soutine 

sits at a desk placed outdoors, hunched over a number of papers and accompanied only by a 

bottle of wine and an empty glass. As in the portrait of Soutine discussed at the outset to this 

chapter, the artist is pictured alone, lost in the "intense seriousness of his artistic effort" of 

Wheeler's opening observations. There is no eye contact, no sign of awareness of the outside 

world and no wish to please the camera. The bottle of wine - doubtless an allusion to the 

heavy drinking which biographies of Soutine claim occurred throughout his life - only serves 

to foretell further instances of intoxicated isolation. All these features point to the intensity of 

feeling and introspectiveness within which Soutine lives, and also to the importance of those 

feelings for his creative work into which they are channelled. 

Given the prominence of the story of Soutine's expressionist persona as outlined so 

far, it may be surprising to find that anecdotes like that attached to Carcass simultaneously 

key into a different kind of artist myth, that of the realist artist. A realist persona would 

require Soutine to study real objects in detail by having, as one of Soutine's most influential 

critics David Sylvester put it in 1963, "the thing he was painting out there in front of him" 35 

The Carcass anecdote has been indexed by critics as a biographical event evidencing 

34 Monroe Wheeler, Soutine, p. 68. David Sylvester also indicates the expressive nature of Soutine's paint 
handling: "the impact of his paint upon our nervous system is a tragic impact" (David Sylvester, Chaim Soutine 

1893-1943, p. 14). 
35 David Sylvester, Soutine 1893-1943, p. 4. The full passage reads: "Soutine had to have the thing he was 

painting out there in front of him. He couldn't invent. He couldn't paint from memory, even the memory of a 
motif he had worked from day after day. He couldn't paint from drawings or from photographs or from an 
earlier painting of the subject. He had to have the real thing there". Sylvester does not reference a source for this 
information. The passage forms the opening paragraph of the essay and leads into anecdotal descriptions about 
the lengths to which Soutine went in order to paint from nature. Andrew Forge also identifies this practice: "the 

character of the image [Still Life with Lemons] [... ] convinces us that the subject was before his eyes when he 

painted it" (Andrew Forge, Soutine, p. 11). 
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Soutine's eccentricity, and therefore in this context an event `proving' the existence of 

expressionist tendencies also. But at the same time, the anecdote is also an indicator of 

Soutine's method of working from nature, the careful selection and subsequent study of a 

subject in detail and at length. If we are to believe the anecdote, it took Soutine several days 

to make the necessary sketches of the beef carcass and he took time, care and effort in 

maintaining its original appearance on purchase. Critics have documented several instances 

of this technique outside the creation of Carcass, whereby Soutine went to the trouble of 

searching for and studying at length a particular model, object or landscape. The careful, 

almost empirical practices implied here require Soutine to study things on the outside, i. e. 

away from his interior persona. They therefore seem incompatible with the spontaneity of 

technique so often prescribed him, and which is found in more general expressionist theory of 

creativity upon which interpretation in terms of emotional affect is implicitly based. 

Combining personas in this way need not be problematic; the two can exist and operate side- 

by-side. However, it is important to recognise the contradiction inherent in expressionist 

interpretations of Soutine's works: the subject-matter depicted by a so-called expressionist 

handling of paint, or composition, line etc. is inescapably found in realist methods of 

working. The brushstrokes found on Carcass's canvas may appear spontaneous, even 

frenzied, but the carcass they depict has been the object of long and careful study. This 

cocktail is not unique to the interpretation of Soutine's work, one need only glance at 

anecdotes associated with the Pre-Raphaelite artist Dante Gabriel Rossetti, whose biography 

and character has been recently dramatised (and fictionalised) for television. Commenting on 

Rossetti's Venus Verticordia (c. 1863-68) in his biography of the artist, Evelyn Waugh tells 

the story behind the painting's production: 

All about are masses of honeysuckle and roses. Upon these Rossetti spent 

enormous amounts of money, ordering them regally from every possible source 
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until his studio was heaped with them, and he was obliged to institute a rigid 

curtailment of his household expenses to pay his florists' bills. 36 

This anecdote conflates the notion of the expressionist painter and the realist artist - Rossetti 

is so dedicated to his objects of study that he is willing to compromise significantly on his 

day-to-day living standards to paint them. 

The above conclusions do not imply that biographical information should be 

abandoned when engaging with Soutine's (or any artist's) work, however. As Christie and 

Orton admit in their revisionist study of Van Gogh's work, "we are cautious about the 

possibility of biographical narrative and also [... ] loath to abandon it". 37 In Soutine's case, 

biographical elements have proved useful in understanding his choice of subject and use of 

past artistic sources. To return once again to Carcass, a glance at a biographical account 

given by Soutine's patron Marcellin Castaing confirms that at the time of painting the still 

life Soutine was paying regular visits to the Louvre and particular homage to Rembrandt's 

Flayed ox housed there: "the crimsons [of Carcass] radiate over midnight blue backgrounds 

and the splendour of the entrails swell to cosmic proportions. Inspired by Rembrandt [... ], the 

consubstantial theme of Soutine's pictorial genius shakes us to the core". 38 This knowledge 

has allowed scholars to expand upon the overt visual connection between Soutine's Carcass 

and Rembrandt's earlier motif (a connection, as will be argued in Chapter Two, that sets 

Soutine's painting firmly within a European still life tradition). David Antin came up against 

similar realisations when writing on Mark Rothko's so-called dark paintings of 1969 and 

1970 and the immediate connection that has been made between them and Rothko's state of 

mind before his suicide: 

36 Evelyn Waugh, Rossetti, His Life and Works (London: Duckworth, 1928), p. 136. 
37 J. R. R. Christie and Fred Orton, `Writing on a Text of the Life', in: Fred Orton and Griselda Pollock, Avant- 
Gardes and Partisans Reviewed, pp. 295-314. Here, p. 305. 
38 Marcellin Castaing and Jean Leymarie, Soutine, pp. 26-28. 
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If we are going to come to terms with these paintings as significant human acts, 

we are going to have to position them in some kind of narrative sequence between 

the desire that motivated them, the contingencies they encountered, and the 

outcomes they achieved, as it is very likely that the artist himself positioned them 

while he was making them - and no less likely that they were positioning him 

while making him into the painter who painted them. And since this is a narrative 

of self, as of the consequences of this self, we have to construct some kind of 

biography, though it may have to be a more precise, self-conscious, and equivocal 

biography than we are used to. 39 

What form this `new' biography would take, and what it would look like in relation to 

Rothko, Antin does not reveal. However, the suggestion that biographies are constructed by 

critics like him (or anyone engaging with an artist's work), that they are not fixed entities and 

can be constructed around assumed historical truths requires a consciousness and selectivity 

that is essential, and which has arguably been lacking in Soutine studies. Pollock, in the 

passage quoted at the outset to this discussion, herself relies on biography and autobiography 

(in the form of a documented working practice and Van Gogh's letters to his brother Theo 

respectively) to re-evaluate an artist whose works are often indivisibly indexed to events in 

his life. By reminding us of Van Gogh's ultimate inability to work within the rigid geometric 

rules of his perspective frame, Pollock offers both an alternative biography and within that an 

explanation for the artist's characteristic deviations from linear perspective to counter 

existing theories of insanity and extreme expressivity. Consciously returning to 

(auto)biography to rethink previous versions and deployments based on that source is perhaps 

a single answer- to Antin's call above, and one which also applies to Soutine. Carcass's 

indebtedness to Rembrandt's painting has been acknowledged by critics, but this connection, 

and the work's place within the European still life tradition more generally, has been 

overshadowed by narratives of eccentricity surrounding the painting's actual creation. 

39 David Antin, `Biography', in: Representations, No. 16 (Autumn, 1986), pp. 42-49. Here, p. 46. 
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Soutine may or may not have painted a rotting carcass in his living room, and he may or may 

not have visited the Louvre during the time of Carcass's production, but in either case, 

Soutine's Carcass and his art more generally need to be open to alternative readings, in part 

stemming from the more conscious construction and deployment of his biography. There has 

also been a lack of historical and cultural contextualisation of Soutine's work to date. 

Carcass was completed in 1925 and received contemporaneously by various audiences in 

interwar Paris. Chapter Two asks what meaning(s) activating Rembrandt's motif in this way 

would have had within the cultural politics of the period; what reputation Rembrandt was 

experiencing at the time; and how Soutine's production plays out during the 1920s and 30s in 

Paris. Recovering that context allows Soutine's works to be read within the conditions 

(artistic, cultural and political) contemporary with their appearance and offers a new story 

about both artworks and artist. 

Thus far, two key interventions in Soutine studies have been mentioned: Monroe 

Wheeler's 1950 exhibition catalogue and David Sylvester's 1963 essay. Before discussing 

approaches to Soutine's work in more detail below and mapping the areas of criticism of 

interest to this thesis, it is useful first to gain a more general overview of the stages of the 

historiographical literature in order to contextualise some of the interventions that will be 

discussed in this chapter and throughout the thesis. What follows is not intended as a 

comprehensive list of contributions to Soutine studies, but rather a summary of the key 

interventions in the field as conceived in this thesis. These interventions are considered to be 

defining moments in the history of Soutine studies as texts that introduce new approaches to 

Soutine's art, that build significantly upon what has gone before, that accompany major 

exhibitions of the artist's work or that are authored by a significant figure in Soutine's career; 

often they match all four criteria. The summary here will provide a description of selected 
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texts and define why they are considered key contributions to a growing body of literature; 

where possible, information will also be provided on the author and the context of 

publication. Finally, individual texts will be placed within definable overarching 

historiographical stages in Soutine studies, of which there are, loosely speaking, three: 

literature appearing during Soutine's career / lifetime; post-1950 to 1998 materials (Soutine's 

first retrospective exhibition and the seminal publication of Norman L. Kleeblatt's and 

Kenneth Silver's exhibition catalogue, a period that included the publication of Soutine's 

catalogue raisonne); and post-1998 criticism, which comprises the most recent contributions 

to Soutine studies and represents his contemporary reception in art history. Each stage is 

definable by the format of literature published and by the areas of study on which critics 

focus. 4° 

During Soutine's lifetime, articles in art journals and published diaries / memoirs 

written by friends and dealers tend to dominate. The focus of these publications is anecdotal, 

or when appearing in a scholarly register they are concerned with describing Soutine's style 

and evaluating his place in the history of art. The first written publication on Soutine 

appeared in 1923 and took the form of a two-page introductory article in the art journal, Les 

Arts ä Paris. 41 The journal was owned and edited by art dealer Paul Guillaume, one of the 

most prominent dealers in Paris during the 1920s and a key figure in Soutine's professional 

life. Guillaume's role in Soutine's career will be discussed in detail later in this chapter. Here, 

however, Guillaume's article is noted as the first intervention in Soutine studies, in which the 

dealer has three areas of focus: Guillaume swiftly outlines the artist's biography, takes credit 

for Soutine's `discovery' (along with American collector Dr Albert Barnes) and identifies, 

with confidence, the sources upon which the artist draws. The article's opening lines take a 

ao It should be noted that these `periods' are by no means clear-cut and should be treated as an academic 
exercise, only deployed for the purpose of gaining a broad overview of a complex and extremely diverse corpus 
of material. 
41 Paul Guillaume, `Soutine', pp. 5-6. 
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somewhat theatrical tone whilst emphasising Soutine's Lithuanian background: "du ghetto de 

Vilna, creuset oü fermentent d'insoupconnees forces en puissance, oü la farce et le drame, le 

comique et le douloureux, le derisoire d'epousent comme des rameaux de lianes - comme les 

bras epars d'un fleuve qui se rejoigment - ahurissant, prophetique, menacant, cruel et tender 

infiniment - nous est venu Soutine". 42 Coinciding with the article's publication in 1923, the 

first exhibition of Soutine's career also took place, organised by Guillaume and Albert Barnes 

and held in Guillaume's own gallery, Galerie Paul Guillaume. 3 This exhibition is discussed 

in detail at a later point in this chapter, but its historiographical significance cannot be 

underestimated - this first flourish of recognition sparked interest in Soutine's work from 

dealers, collectors, critics and art historians and meant that the 1920s were a particularly 

prosperous time in Soutine's career. As the sales history to follow in this chapter will 

demonstrate, the prices of Soutine's canvases increased steadily during that decade. 

Correspondingly, the late 1920s and early 30s saw several scholarly articles appear on 

Soutine, written by one of his most prolific critics, Waldemar George. Between 1927 and 

1933 George published three articles and one short text on Soutine, all of which were 

concerned with the artist's Jewish heritage, his style and the possible influences on his 

work. 44 George's political beliefs form a crucial context in which to understand his writings 

on Soutine and these will be discussed during the remainder of this chapter, but it is useful to 

note here that during the late 1920s and early 30s, the critic's political affiliations were to the 

extreme Right and that he held strict beliefs about the naturalisation of non-French nationals, 

he himself being a naturalised Polish Jew. This agenda runs throughout his commentary on 

Soutine and his conclusions about the artist's work, a mixture of approval and scepticism, 

42 The Vilna ghetto, melting pot of intensity, of farce and drama, comedy and sorrow[.. ] - incredible, 
prophetic, menacing, cruel and tender - this is Soutine's heritage. Paul Guillaume, `Soutine', p. 5. 
43 Soutine's exhibition history is provided in Appendix 1. 
44 George's articles are as follows (in chronological order of appearance): Soutine', in: Amour de l'Art, Vol. 7 
(1927), pp. 367-368; `Masks or Faces', in: Apollo, Vol. 13, No. 77 (1931), pp. 271-281; and `Soutine et la 
Violence Dramatique', in: Amour de 1'Art, Vol. 14 ( 1933), pp. 150-152. In 1928, George published the 
following text on Soutine, which concentrates on Soutine's Jewish heritage: Soutine, (Paris: Le Triangle, 1928). 
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reflect his stance towards Soutine's status as an immigrant Jew: "Ce style vegetal, gothique, 

flamboyant, baroque, asymetrique, s'oppose au style francaise, mince, elance, precis". 45 

Beyond his personal beliefs, however, George was operating in the wider context of the 

cultural politics of the 1920s and early 30s. This context has already been outlined and will 

serve as a new framework within which to read aspects of Soutine's work in subsequent 

chapters: that of the rappel a I'ordre. Defined by critics such as Kenneth Silver as a 

conservatising aesthetic and political shift occurring during the First World War in France 

and extending into the interwar period, for George its ideologies were significant because it 

provided an aesthetic of which he approved and could support. 

Appearing simultaneously with George's publications in the 1920s and early 30s are 

two books by Albert Barnes, Soutine's American collector, who wrote art historical texts to 

accompany his enterprise as founder and director of the Barnes Foundation in Pennsylvania. 46 

Like George, Barnes was interested in describing the stylistic characteristics of Soutine's 

painting and also in establishing the artist's `place' in art history. Importantly, however, he 

also had a financial interest in the continuing success of Soutine's career after investing in the 

artist by buying his work for his own collection. Barnes's two publications are not devoted 

entirely to Soutine (rather to numerous painters featuring in Barnes's own collection), but do 

allocate brief sections to the painter. His commercial interest in Soutine's career means that 

much of his writing is geared towards explaining why the artist is worthy of attention and 

how he is original. For example: "no contemporary painter has achieved an individual plastic 

form of more originality and power than Soutine. [... ] At his best, he compares in strength 

as The style is that of the long French tradition - it is rustic, Gothic, flamboyant, Baroque, asymmetric and 
opposed to the elegant and precise French style. Waldemar George, `Soutine et la Violence Dramatique', p. 
151. 
46 Albert Barnes, The Art in Painting (New York: Harcourt, Brace & World inc., 1927); and a second co- 
authored text: Albert Barnes and Violette de Mazia, The Art of Henri Matisse (London, New York: Charles 
Scribner's Sons, 1933). 
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and dramatic power with important painters of the past and present". 47 Barnes's interventions, 

though brief, are of historiographical significance because they can contribute to our 

understanding of Soutine's commercial activities and can shed light on how Soutine was 

presented in the first publications to discuss his work. 

In addition to these landmark publications by Guillaume, George and Barnes a further 

corpus of material accumulated during Soutine's lifetime exists, made up of brief texts that 

formed smaller parts of much broader art historical or autobiographical publications. 

Noteworthy amongst those are: Maurice Raynal's 1929 Modern French Painters, which 

features a two-page commentary on Soutine focusing on biography and carrying out brief 

formal analysis; Artist Quarter, Reminiscences of Montmartre and Montparnasse in the First 

Two Decades of the Twentieth Century (1941) by Charles Douglas, which is an invaluable 

resource for information on Soutine's dealers and anecdotal information around the time of 

his rise to fame; similarly, Michel Georges-Michel's (painter, journalist and novelist) 

Peintres et Sculpteurs Jai Connus, 1909-1942 (1942) is a rich source of detail relating to the 

connections between Soutine, Zborowski, Guillaume and Barnes; and Rosamund Frost's 

Contemporary Art: the March of Art from Cezanne Until Now (1942) in which Soutine is 

dedicated a brief paragraph explaining the formal characteristics of his painting. 8 

Publications on Soutine appearing during his lifetime were of a particular nature and shared a 

common focus -a combination of scholarly art historical writing and the testimony of 

individuals who knew or worked with him; the main areas of focus were the artist's 

biography, his style and, to a lesser degree, his sources of inspiration. These texts offer less in 

the way of art historical analysis but can provide useful biographical material relating to 

47 Albert Barnes, The Art in Painting, p. 375. 
48 Maurice Raynal, Modern French Painters, trans. by Ralph Roeder (New York: Brentano's, 1929), pp. 151- 
152; Charles Douglas, Artist Quarter, Reminiscences of Montmartre and Montparnasse in the First Two 
Decades of the Twentieth Century (London: Faber and Faber Limited, 1941), pp. 309-321; Michel Georges- 
Michel, Peintres et Sculpteurs Jai Connus, 1909-1942 (New York: Brentano's, 1942), pp. 180-190; and 
Rosamund Frost, The March ofArt From Cezanne Until Now (New York: Crown Publishers, 1942), p. 16. 
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Soutine's career, in particular his commercial activities and relationships with dealers. They 

have been deployed in this thesis for that purpose. 

Soutine's first retrospective exhibition in 1950, curated by Monroe Wheeler for 

MoMA, however, marks a change in the historiographical literature -a move away from 

personal testimony and brief scholarly analysis to monographs and lengthy exhibition 

catalogues, which take an in-depth look at Soutine's work for the first time. Wheeler's text, 

entitled simply Soutine, is a seminal intervention in the historiographical corpus for that 

reason: it is the earliest serious art historical text published on Soutine, and it attempts 

detailed scholarly analysis of his work for the first time in Soutine studies. In the context of 

this thesis, however, two particular aspects of Soutine make the work significant: the 

conclusions Wheeler draws about Soutine's stylistic development; and second, the 

observations he makes about Soutine's artistic sources. Questions about Soutine's style - 

how it can be characterised, how it developed over time and the reasons given for any 

apparent shifts - dominate Wheeler's text, which is written as a single but lengthy essay. 

Formal analysis of numerous paintings (those featured in the MoMA exhibition), lead the 

curator to establish a chronology of Soutine's style, which is based almost entirely upon 

events in Soutine's biography - where Soutine was painting, when he moved and the 

corresponding stylistic changes Wheeler is able to identify in the paintings. Using that 

framework, the critic creates a model of Soutine's stylistic development, dividing the oeuvre 

into various `periods'. Critical approaches to Soutine's style are mapped in detail in this 

chapter (including Wheeler's text) and therefore will not be outlined at this stage. However, it 

is important to recognise the seminality of Wheeler's approach, particularly because his 

model is repeated, and therefore validated, by most of his future colleagues in their 

contributions to the field. As mentioned previously, as well as interest in Soutine's style, 

since the first published text on Soutine writers have attempted to establish the nature of 
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Soutine's engagement with the art of the past and the precise sources at which that interest 

was directed. Wheeler takes the conjectural sources of influence suggested by his 

predecessors a step further by including paintings by Rembrandt, Chardin and Courbet (all of 

whom had been suggested previous to 1950) and juxtaposing them with Soutine paintings 

featured in the exhibition viewed as based on works by those past masters. Although he does 

not provide a great deal of detail about the connection between selected works, Wheeler does 

cement certain links further, also integrating them into his detailed analysis of style. 49 

After the publication of Wheeler's text, exhibition catalogues tend to dominate the 

historiographical corpus. This means that to a large extent, Soutine studies has been driven by 

exhibitions of his work since MoMA's key 1950 exhibition. A glance at Soutine's exhibition 

history (Appendix 1) demonstrates that he has been successful as an exhibition subject; 

exhibitions of his work have been hosted by some of the world's most prestigious art 

galleries and museums, curated by equally prominent art historians and critics. The 1960s 

was a particularly prolific decade in these terms. Art critic David Sylvester curated a major 

exhibition of Soutine's work with the Arts Council of Great Britain in 1963 (held at Tate 

Britain), and just a five years later, in 1968, Maurice Tuchman (who would go on to publish 

Soutine's catalogue raisonne in 1993) curated a retrospective exhibition at the Los Angeles 

Country Museum of Art. Both exhibitions published extensive catalogues with curators 

Sylvester and Tuchman authoring them. 50 The decade also saw the publication of Clement 

Greenberg's collected essays, Art and Culture (1961), which included a brief but seminal 

section on Soutine; Soutine's patron Marcellin Castaing co-authored a cross-genre text 

(sitting between an art historical analysis and memoir) with art historian Jean Leymarie, 

49 For example, see in particular: Monroe Wheeler, Soutine, pp. 88-91, in which he juxtaposes Soutine's The 
Siesta (c. 1934) [Fig. 41] with Courbet's Les Demoiselles aux Bords de la Seine [Fig. 42]; and Soutine's Woman 
Entering the Water (c. 1931) [Fig. 8] with Rembrandt's Woman Bathing in a Stream [Fig. 35]. Wheeler does 

not expand significantly on these connections, but they are examined in more detail by subsequent critics 
throughout the rest of the corpus. They are also discussed in detail in Chapter Two of this thesis. 
50 David Sylvester, Soutine 1893-1943; and Maurice Tuchman, Chaim Soutine 1893-1943. 
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Soutine, published in 1963; and artist and art historian Andrew Forge published a Soutine 

monograph in 1965 from his position as Head of Department of Fine Art at Goldsmiths' 

College, Londons' Part of the reason for the observable increase in publications on Soutine 

during this period lies in artistic trends and discourses underway in both America and the UK, 

the two locations from which nearly all the above 1960s interventions originate. In the case of 

Soutine's American critics, their interest in the artist was undoubtedly motivated, at least in 

part, by his work's openness to the abstract expressionist readings promoted by figures such 

as Greenberg. Greenberg's writings on Soutine are studied in detail in Chapter Two, which 

focuses on critical representation of Soutine's sources, an element of Soutine's art on which 

Greenberg comments in his brief essay. Similarly, David Sylvester's catalogue essay on 

Soutine can be read as a response to the status of post-war British art and to the artists he had 

chosen to champion in an effort to establish a British canon in London. Among these was 

Francis Bacon, who had been vocal about his creative indebtedness to Soutine's art. 52 Despite 

the differing climates in which both texts originated, they have a lot in common. Both 

Greenberg and Sylvester discuss Soutine's stylistic development, often in relation to the 

artist's relationship with tradition, i. e. the Old Masters, though each critic draws different 

conclusions about the success of that aspect of Soutine's production. Their source for earlier 

discussion of Soutine's style would undoubtedly have been Wheeler's 1950 essay, and both 

critics draw upon his conclusions - particularly with regards to the value he assigns particular 

`periods'. 

The next milestone in the historiographical corpus occurred in 1973, when the Musee 

de l'Orangerie held a large exhibition of Soutine works, including all those in Guillaume's 

s' Clement Greenberg, Art and Culture. Critical Essays (Boston: Beacon Press, 1961), pp. 115-119; Marcellin 
Castaing and Jean Leymarie, Soutine; and Andrew Forge, Soutine. 
52 See: James Hyman, The Battle for Realism. Figurative Art in Britain during the Cold War 1945-1960 (New 
Haven, London: Yale University Press, 2001) for a discussion of Sylvester's involvement in post-WWII British 
cultural politics. 
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collection (which is owned by the Orangerie). 53 This exhibition was the first major showing 

of Soutine's production in France since his death in 1943. Although the catalogue and the 

exhibition did not make significant strides in terms of art historical approaches to Soutine, the 

event is important because of its rarity in France, and because the collection provided insight 

into the extent of Guillaume's interest in Soutine as an artist. With the close of the 

Orangerie's exhibition, however, Soutine studies experienced somewhat of a caesura - 

between 1974 and 1993 there were several medium-scale exhibitions of Soutine's work in 

Germany (1981-1982), New York (1983-1984) and again in France (1989), but these tended 

to be sporadic with little impact beyond their exhibition time. 54 1993, however, saw the 

appearance of Soutine's catalogue raisonne, a co-authored volume complete with high quality 

colour reproductions, provenances, historiographical references and academic essays. By the 

time of its publication the catalogue was sorely needed and it provided an opportunity to 

break free of some of the trends in approach that had become so established. By its very 

nature, the catalogue should be considered a seminal intervention in Soutine studies and 

remains to date the most comprehensive source of information on the artist. However, as will 

become clear during the course of this chapter, the volume offers little fresh insight into 

Soutine's art in terms of areas of focus - Soutine's works are still discussed in stylistic 

periods and established modes of thinking about his relationship with the art of the past 

remain intact (though perhaps with the exception of Esti Dunow's contributing essay, 

`Rethinking Soutine', which does attempt to address some of the assumptions critics have 

made about Soutine in the past). 55 

53 Jean Leymarie, Soutine. 
sa Westfalisches Museum fur Kunst und Kulturgeschichte and the Kunsthalle Tübingen, Munich (96 works); 
Galleri Bellman, New York (44 works); and Musee de Chartres (78 works). the Westfälisches Museum and the 
Musee de Chartres published corresponding exhibition catalogues: Ernst-Gerhard Güse (ed. ), Chaim Soutine 
1893-1943, exhib. cat. (Arts Council of Great Britain, 1993); and Jean Leymarie, Soutine. 
55 Esti Dunow, `Rethinking Soutine', in: Maurice Tuchman et. al., Soutine, pp. 57-63. 
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The late 1990s saw the publication of another influential text and an important 

exhibition of Soutine's painting. Held at the Jewish Museum in 1998, Chaim Soutine was 

curated by high-profile art historians Norman L. Kleeblatt and Kenneth Silver and displayed 

fifty-eight paintings by Soutine. 56 Although not the largest exhibition of Soutine's work to 

have taken place, its accompanying catalogue, Chaim Soutine, seeks to find new answers to 

some of the oldest questions in Soutine studies. Contributors to the volume, in addition to 

Kleeblatt and Silver, are art historians Romy Golan, Donald Kuspit and Colette Giraudon. 

With an obvious leaning towards Jewish aspects potentially identifiable of Soutine's art, the 

catalogue contains diverse essays, including the first technical study of Soutine's paintings 

using infrared and x-ray technology; 57 and Kenneth Silver's attempts to place Soutine within 

the historical context of interwar Paris. 58 This publication is the first to reconsider how 

Soutine's art has been discussed previous to its appearance, with Dunow a particularly key 

voice in that debate. 

Following the Jewish Museum show, a full decade passes until another work on 

Soutine was published, namely the exhibition catalogue already discussed in detail by art 

historian Marc Restellini for the Pinacotheque de Paris in 2008. The reasons for the 

importance, and disappointment, of that exhibition and have already been covered in detail: 

its failure to address new areas of Soutine's work, or to expand originally on established 

patterns of engagement is one of its particularly striking features. Along with this publication, 

the Kunstmuseum Basel staged a solo exhibition of Soutine's work, which showcased works 

by Soutine owned by the Swiss collector Karl Im Obserteg and also produced a catalogue for 

56 Norman L. Kleeblatt, and Kenneth E. Silver, An Expressionist in Paris. 
s' Ellen Pratt, `Soutine Beneath the Surface: A Technical Study of His Painting', in: Norman L. Kleeblatt and 
Kenneth E. Silver, An Expressionist in Paris, pp. 119-135. 
38 ̀Where Soutine Belongs: His Art and Critical Reception in Paris Between the Wars', in: Norman L. Kleeblatt 

and Kenneth Silver (eds. ), An Expressionist in Paris, pp. 19-40. 
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the occasion. 59 More recent publications such as this continue to focus on previously 

researched aspects of Soutine's art, particularly foregrounding Soutine's biography. The 

remainder of this chapter will map approaches to Soutine's stylistic development and the 

following chapter will consider critical understanding of Soutine's choice and deployment of 

previous artistic models. Continuing perpetuation of established approaches makes it clear 

that Soutine studies now requires new questions and scholarly focus on different areas of 

Soutine's painting. That task will begin in this chapter by charting Soutine's commercial 

development - his relationship with dealers, his exhibitions, sales and patrons; and it will 

continue by conducting a fuller investigation of Soutine's sources and an analysis of his 

popular reception. 

II Soutine's Style 

This chapter has so far concentrated on stories of Chaim Soutine himself, of the man, the 

artist and his biographies. Within Soutine studies can also be found various narratives of his 

work: how this large body of work can be organised; which stylistic developments and 

patterns can be identified; and why he chose to work in `traditional' genres (still life, 

landscape and portraiture). The latter question relates to a debate in Soutine studies about the 

artist's sources and the complex relationship between tradition and originality central to his 

work; that debate will form the focus of the next chapter. What follows here will concentrate 

on mapping and unpacking critical approaches to Soutine's oeuvre. Specifically, it will 

identify, summarise and disentangle narratives of Soutine's stylistic development - what 

59 Sophie Krebs, Henriette Mentha and Nina Zimmer, Soutine und die Moderne, exhib. cat. (Basel: DuMont, 
2008). 
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critics say about how Soutine's style changed over time and the reasons they give for those 

changes. 

With the exception of a brief article by Esti Dunow in 1998 which addresses critical 

opinion on Soutine's `late' works, previous critical treatment of Soutine's style has not 

received serious scholarly attention. There could be several reasons for this omission, the 

main one probably being that arguments for stylistic change tend to conflate and get confused 

over time and they are thus difficult to map, even though their impact on Soutine's reception 

is very real - some works and stylistic `periods' are considered `better' than others, some 

have been exposed to very limited readings and some have been ignored altogether. Poussin 

is an example of an artist whose works have been strictly categorised, so much so that each 

painting has to be entered into a strict timeline in order for it to make sense. Similarly, 

stylistic `periods' have been established to correspond with very specific events in Soutine's 

life, for example a change in location of residence, and to more generic periods of his 

biography - arrival in Paris and the `start' of his painterly career, a period of blossoming and 

discovery by wealthy dealers and the final relocation to Paris before exile and eventual death. 

The issues raised here are perhaps the inevitable outcome of engaging with a single artist and 

a large body of works, and they are by no means exclusive to Soutine. A standard pattern in 

artist's biographies sees the early works as experimental and lacking in technical 

accomplishment, until the artist `finds himself during a middle to later period when his work 

displays a corresponding mastery of medium. Accordingly, the later works are either viewed 

as representing the very height of the artist's career, the most formally and stylistically 

resolved, or they are seen as evidence that the artist is dwindling, not quite as on top of his 

game as he previously was. Sometimes, this model can take such a strong hold that all works 

by a single artist must be slotted into such biographical periods in order to be understood. 

Works under scrutiny in forthcoming chapters have previously been subject to critical 
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stylistic classification and valuation, and therefore an awareness of those frameworks and 

their impact is essential to this and any future study of Soutine's work. Proving or disproving 

their `truthfulness' is not the purpose of this, or subsequent chapters, however. Rather, 

understanding and unpacking critical notions of Soutine's style is the aim of the following 

analyses. Subsequent chapters will go on to examine issues spanning the entirety of Soutine's 

oeuvre and therefore sidestep any intention to classify or (de)value works stylistically or 

according to date or location. Were the task of establishing the veracity of critical conclusions 

about Soutine's style undertaken, however, the results would possibly run in their favour to a 

certain extent - some of the more detailed formal analyses by critics are convincing - but 

would also call for more balanced answers to new sets of questions about Soutine's style and 

would demand less reliance on biographical or anecdotal material. 

i. Locations 

Although Monroe Wheeler's seminal 1950 MoMA catalogue is the first critical intervention 

openly to discuss Soutine's works in relation to stylistic `periods', it appears that concerns 

about Soutine's style were present as early as 1943. In a letter to Georges Keller dated that 

year, Albert Barnes offers the gallery associate some curatorial advice for his forthcoming 

exhibition at Bignou Gallery in New York which included eighteen Soutine paintings: 

"perhaps it would be well not to date the pictures because they are all early and people might 

think that they are not representative of a later period which they may believe to be better". 60 

In other words, since Soutine's later paintings are considered ̀ better' than the earlier ones it 

would be wise to disguise the early dates of those in the exhibition. Barnes does not give 

6o Letter from Albert Barnes to Georges Keller of the Bignou Gallery, New York (2 March 1943). Barnes 
Foundation Archives, AR. ABC. 1943.335. It has been difficult to establish which paintings were included in 
Keller's exhibition. Although there is an extant catalogue for the show, the titles used for the paintings featured 
do not correspond to those used at later dates and tend to be of a very general nature, such as The Haunted 
House, and the publication does not provide any reproductions. Perhaps Keller took Barnes's advice, as the 
catalogue does not feature dates for displayed works. 
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exact dates for `a later period' or `early' works, nor does he define what is meant by `better'. 

As will become clear, these particulars are added over time with each new critical 

intervention and by a number of critics, though those accounts have become confused over 

time. What is clear, however, is biography's place at the root of all narratives about the 

stylistic changes present in Soutine's work. This chapter has previously drawn attention to 

how events in Soutine's life have been indexed to support accounts of his expressionist 

persona, and in turn how those accounts have impacted the reception of his art. Here too, the 

artist's biography provides convenient chronological markers which act as natural indicators 

delineating stylistic categories. A brief recourse to Soutine's biography is necessary to outline 

these. 

After a three-year period of formal instruction at the Vilna School of Fine Arts, 

Soutine arrived in Paris and took up residence in the artists' commune, La Ruche. There he 

lived with fellow Vilna School artist Pincus Kremegne, but the residence had also at different 

times been home to Chagall and Amedeo Modigliani (with whom Soutine developed a close 

friendship). In the six years following his arrival in Paris, Soutine was said to have 

experienced high levels of poverty and hunger. Although times were undoubtedly hard, it is 

clear that he did produce work during these difficult years. If the catalogue raisonne 

chronology is correct, Soutine's earliest paintings date from c. 1915 and span all three genres 

in which he would continue to paint for the rest of his life: landscape, still life and portraiture. 

The catalogue raisonne divides paintings into these genres and presents works 

chronologically within each category. Where possible, a provenance, an exhibition history 

and bibliographical references are provided for each painting. Since Soutine did not date his 

works, the catalogue raisonne chronology, with its detailed provenance histories for most 

paintings, is therefore the most reliable, and in fact the only resource, for those wishing to 

establish when individual paintings were produced. However, it should be noted that the 
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dates assigned to Soutine's paintings in that publication are allocated solely by its authors 

using the following criteria: "except for the few cases in which a date appears inscribed on 

the canvas, we have assigned dates based on stylistic analysis of the painting and our 

interpretation of its place in the development of Soutine's oeuvre". 61 The titling of Soutine's 

works in the catalogue is a similarly complex process: 

Most of the titles of Soutine's paintings were not given to the works by the artist 

but were assigned by subsequent owners, dealers and critics. Usually the titles by 

which works have long been known are largely descriptive and straightforward. 

Occasionally, however, the titles assigned to particular works were inappropriate, 

misleading, or incorrect. In these instances we either retitled the paintings or 

simplified existing titles to descriptive terms. 62 

It is therefore clear that the titles of Soutine's paintings should be treated with caution and, 

where possible, not relied upon when attempting to make connections between works. 

However, within this thesis this issue only comes to the fore when discussion turns to several 

series of paintings in Chapters Two and Three. In those cases, their titles have been 

discounted and their grouping has been carried out using formal and stylistic criteria. 

Although he was not as prolific during his first stay in Paris (c. 1913-1919) as he 

would be in other locations, Soutine nevertheless painted a number of still lifes, landscapes 

and portraits at the beginning of his Parisian career. These works have received very little 

critical attention and are discussed only in relation to what they can reveal about Soutine's 

experience of poverty and hunger at this time or how they foretell the periods of greatness to 

come. Little mention of style or attempts at interpretation are made, perhaps because these 

works are overshadowed by those that followed during Soutine's next relocation, in 1919 to 

61 Maurice Tuchuran et. al., Chaim Soutine, p. 10. 
62 Maurice Tuchuran et. al., Chaim Soutine, p. 9. 
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the town of Ceret in the French Pyrenees. It is unclear what prompted this change of scene, 

but Soutine lived in Ceret between 1919 and 1922 and was prolific during those three years. 

He produced nearly two-hundred works, the majority being landscapes of the local area. His 

stay in Ceret has become known in the critical literature as the `Ceret period', and is the first 

stylistic shift to have been identified by critics and the first significant period of the artist's 

career. The dominant stylistic characteristics of the Ceret period have been identified as an 

extreme level of distortion of form and a tendency to the non-representational, sometimes 

bordering on abstraction. As Clement Greenberg put it in 1961, "the landscapes of this 

period, with their canted and skewed Jugenstil hills and houses, and their dark green, dark 

brown, tan-yellow cast [... ] do not stay in place the way they should". 63 It is also viewed as 

Soutine's most expressive period, and therefore the most `genuinely-Soutine' moment of the 

artist's career - as Esti Dunow explains, "the most expressionist means the most personal; the 

most personal is, furthermore, defined as the least touched by any outside mediating 

forces". 64 During discussion of this period, Soutine's expressionist persona often takes the 

foreground. However, outside influences were about to enter the artist's radar in the form of 

the art of the past, and critics warn that from here, at least in terms of Soutine's `natural' 

expressionism, it is mainly downhill. 65 

Returning to Paris only for a year between 1922 and 1923, Soutine again left the city 

for a more rural setting, this time Cagnes-sur-Mer on France's south coast. This relocation 

lasted for two years, from 1923 to 1925, and marks the next major `period' in the stylistic 

narrative. Landscapes are once again the focus of critical attention when explaining this 

stylistic shift, whereby Cagnes and Ceret landscapes are contrasted in terms of their formal 

63 Clement Greenberg, Art and Culture, p. 117. 
64 Esti Dunow, `Rethinking Soutine', pp. 60-61. 
65 See Chapter Two for a detailed historiography and subsequent discussion of this important element of 
Soutine's production. 
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qualities to outline the differences between them. Again, that difference is stylistic, as 

Tuchman explains: 

At Cagnes the palette becomes brighter and more luminous, due in part to the 

summer climate of the Midi. The mature Cagnes landscapes have an airy, 

buoyant, fairy tale quality. More often than not, a large view of the town, seen 

from above, typifies the Cagnes style. 66 

In searching for explanations for this shift - which undoubtedly occurs, but perhaps not as 

suddenly and completely as comments like these imply - critics have turned to Soutine's 

undisputed interest in the art of the past, and specifically in the Old Master paintings housed 

in the Louvre. 67 The reason for this is probably the increased figuration and naturalism of the 

Cagnes landscapes (at least in comparison to the almost abstracted forms of those featuring 

views of Ceret), a shift in Soutine's mode of representation which does occur around the time 

of his stay in the costal town and which has prompted critics to equate this development with 

Soutine's overt references to past motifs (seen as more traditional and structurally resolved). 

As Chapter Two will argue, Soutine's interest in the art of the past was not a sudden 

development, but rather a career-long project which took the form of targeted, purposeful 

engagements with selected artistic sources. In terms of Soutine's style, critics have implied 

that the artist used the more traditional methods of the past to impose formal structure on his 

own work, a structure seen as alien to the loose, spontaneous work of this essentially 

expressionist painter, or at least the one at work in Ceret. Whether or not this is true is less 

important than the expressionist persona critical descriptions of style key into - Soutine's 

indisputable collaboration with the art of the past, usually in the form of single motifs, has not 

been viewed in the historiographical literature as compatible with the notion of an 

66 Maurice Tuchman, ̀Chaim Soutine (1893-1943): Life and Work', in: Maurice Tuchman, et. al., Chaim 
Soutine, pp. 13-40. Here, p. 20. 
67 See Chapter Two for an in-depth analysis of Soutine's sources. 
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expressionist painter because the latter requires a pure spontaneity of practice, particularly of 

technique, not equated with the formally resolved, figurative and naturalistic nature of much 

past art. Clearly at work is also a Modernist rhetoric, which rejects the straightforward 

repetition of past practices, forms, themes and meanings in favour of their renewal, 

adaptation and reworking in contemporary terms. Once again, the belief that Soutine was 

merely `copying' from selected sources is founded in expressionist rhetoric, which in 

Soutine's case precludes the pre-execution planning necessary for the practice of Modernist 

renewal. Moreover, some critics who buy into Soutine's expressionist persona do so because 

they have their own agenda, more often than not bound up in the promotion of particular 

emerging artistic currents, principally Abstract Expressionism in the 1950s. Soutine in Ceret, 

apparently almost abstract, therefore fits more comfortably into their wider vision for the 

present and future of art. 68 

After living in Cagnes for two years, in 1925 Soutine returned permanently to Paris, 

only moving from there during occupation in the early 1940s when he relocated to Civry in 

the French countryside. In the years immediately after his 1925 return, Soutine produced 

some of his most celebrated works -a series of beef carcasses, among which Carcass of Beef 

(1925) [Fig. 2] is the most favoured. And yet it is at this point that things become somewhat 

woolly. Critics do not comment as often or as decidedly on `post-1925' style, instead 

choosing to celebrate individual works regarded as particularly accomplished. Carcass of 

Beef is one of those, as are numerous portrait works of the late 1920s and early 30s: Portrait 

of Madeleine Castaing (c. 1929) [Fig. 7], Woman Entering the Water (c. 1931) [Fig. 8] and a 

series of choirboy portraits, for example in Large Choir Boy (c. 1925) [Fig. 9]. Viewed to 

some extent as dilutions of Soutine's true vision (captured in the Cdret paintings), the 

remaining works produced post-1925 "tend to be undervalued and dismissed, seen as an 

68 See pp. 60-61 for a fuller discussion of this issue, particularly with regards to Monroe Wheeler's 
retrospective, which encouraged visitors to appreciate the formal and abstract characteristics of Soutine's art. 
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addenda of ambiguous significance to the more `characteristic' paintings of the late teens and 

twenties". 69 As Dunow further notes, analysis of these paintings has been hindered because 

so many of them are kept in private collections and because they actually represent a smaller 

part of Soutine's oeuvre, roughly one hundred paintings, than the Ceret or Cagnes paintings 

which total about four hundred. Both factors, with the additional `complication' of Soutine's 

continued and increasing interest in the art of the past, mean that post-1925 paintings have 

been neglected. In his advice to Georges Keller cited at the outset to this discussion, Barnes 

mentioned "a later period which they [critics or the general public] may believe to be 

better". 70 As will become clear, despite critical neglect of post-1925 works there does exist a 

duality in opinion on them. Although they are believed lessened in terms of expressive 

potency, they are nevertheless structurally harmonious, and therefore more formally 

successful according to some judgements. Perhaps it is to the latter conclusion that Barnes 

refers in his advice. Clement Greenberg, on occasion one of Soutine's most severe critics, 

damns with faint praise this long stretch of Soutine's career and confirms general belief in the 

valuable yet compromised nature of the `late' works: 

Perhaps he [Soutine] could not stand success. Or his original sense of frustration 

may have come, actually, from an inability to be revolutionary enough, to do 

enough violence to the given and sanctioned in the true interests of his 

temperament, and now that he was attaining greater success through greater self- 

denial the sense of frustration increased. 7' 

Greenberg laments what Soutine gave up - his expressionist methods - and equally the more 

traditional practice he adopted in order to achieve formal mastery. 

69 Esti Dunow, `The Late Works: Regression or Resolution', in: Norman Kleeblatt and Kenneth Silver, An 
Expressionist in Paris, pp. 136-149. Here, p. 137. 
70 Letter from Albert Barnes to Georges Keller of the Bignou Gallery, New York (2 March 1943). Barnes 
Foundation Archives, AR. ABC. 1943.335. 
71 Clement Greenberg, Art and Culture. Critical Essays, p. 119. 
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A biographical pattern emerges in the above: the early experimental but essentially 

unworthy pieces give way to a mid-career high-point when the artist `found himself', which 

in turn declines during his later years. As explained previously, this is a standard model of an 

artist's oeuvre, which is not unique to Soutine. Since Soutine was only fifty when he died, the 

implication that his artistic prowess waned during the last years of his life because he was 

getting old and/or perhaps unfashionable, is obviously problematic. The following will map 

the abovementioned ̀periods' in detail, how each is discussed and judged in the 

historiographical corpus, and the corresponding shifts in reception of Soutine's work. Key 

critical interventions will be selected for this purpose in order to give an overview of critical 

thinking in this area and also to demonstrate how accounts of Soutine's changing style merge 

and build upon each other over time. 

ii. The Early Works (1915-1919) 

Fig. 10 is a landscape painted by Soutine around 1917. One of Soutine's earliest landscapes, 

it has not been discussed by critics at any point. Entitled simply Houses, it features three 

Parisian houses as its main motif accompanied by a road and possibly a ditch or slope in the 

foreground. The palette is noticeably dominated by earthy colours - reds, browns and orange 

- but the scene is nevertheless relatively naturistically rendered. It is difficult to say if this 

landscape is `typical' of the pre-Ceret period, however. A glance at the circa thirty landscapes 

Soutine produced between 1915 and 1919 will confirm that there is no common motif - the 

settings are both urban and rural - nor is there a dominant palette. This diversity may seem to 

confirm that this was an experimental period in Soutine's career, a time when he tested 

various methods of representation, different colours and changing scenes. However, there 

does appear to have been a level of consistency in Soutine's method of representation, 

whereby his scenes are both naturistically and figuratively rendered. As in Houses, Soutine's 
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motifs are clearly identifiable despite a level of distortion common to all his works, and 

although his use of colour and handling of paint indicates an undoubtedly modernist 

treatment of medium, the landscapes are naturalistic. The only critic to comment on these 

landscapes, and then only briefly, is Monroe Wheeler, who notes of Soutine's View of 

Montmartre (c. 1919) [Fig. 11]: "one of his first notable landscapes is the View of 

Montmartre, evocative and strong, with its pagoda-like buildings. The trees show the first use 

of the fine dense emerald-greens that, no less scarlet and mother-of-pearl, were to become 

synonymous with his name". 72 Thus the early landscapes are deemed valuable only in their 

stirrings of future greatness, which dominant critical opinion tells us was soon to express 

itself most purely in the Ceret landscapes to follow. 

Critics have been more willing to comment on Soutine's early still lifes than on his 

early landscapes. His earliest still life scenes display diversity of subject equal to that found 

in his landscape painting, though perhaps less variation in palette. Perhaps critics have found 

a voice here because the still lifes are often cited in reference to the Carcass paintings of the 

mid-1925 - as will be discussed shortly, critics have identified a linear formal development in 

Soutine's oeuvre, which sees the multi-motif still life of the early period increasingly give 

way to the single-motif compositions of the mid-20s, as typified in Carcass of Beef. Still Life 

with Pipe (c. 1916) [Fig. 12] is an example of Soutine's earliest still life paintings. The 

tabletop scene is filled with familiar trappings of the still life genre - domestic items such as 

glasses and cutlery, along with foodstuffs - but it lacks the usual sumptuousness and 

opulence often characterising the still life tradition represented by artists like Willem Kalf 

(1619-1693) or Chardin. Early works like Still Life with Pipe, and their relationship to the 

European still life tradition, will form the focus of the next chapter. Amongst the few critics 

to give them some attention, however, is Monroe Wheeler, but then only to write them off as 

72 Monroe Wheeler, Soutine, p. 46. 
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experiments of little artistic worth: "all are simply youthful Parisian work, not for all their 

vigour indicative of a very forceful temperament or great spirit of innovation". 73 Equally, 

Maurice Tuchman focuses not on the stylistic features of the early still lifes, but rather on 

what they reveal about Soutine's attitude to food: "the foods that Soutine painted with such 

concentration - meat, fowl, fish - were the very foods prohibited to him". 74 

Equally little scholarly attention has been given to Soutine's early portrait works, 

which include two self-portraits (two of only four in total) and are among the earliest known 

paintings by Soutine. 75 The unfinished Young Woman (c. 1915) [Fig. 13] holds the distinction 

of being the earliest extant work by the artist. The subject is seated in a chair (a career-long 

format for Soutine's portraiture work) and looks directly at the viewer. Her face is the most 

detailed and complete part of this portrait and exhibits a high attention to naturalistic detail. 

There has been no critical comment on this painting, and very little on the portraits produced 

before 1919, with the exception of Soutine's two self-portraits. Arguments about Soutine's 

style thus rely entirely on the post-1919 oeuvre for primary material, and particularly on 

landscape painting. Somewhat problematic, this fact potentially impacts the veracity of those 

arguments, since they do not take into account all Soutine's work. Furthermore, this fact 

combined with a lack of scholarly interest in portraits produced during the landscape- 

dominated Ceret and Cagnes periods, means the only portraits to receive serious- critical 

attention are those dating from the post-Cagnes period. 

At this point it is useful to consider Soutine's portrait work in more detail because his 

paintings in that genre may raise questions about their nature as portraits, as to whether or not 

they can be considered portraits in the most traditional sense. The vast majority of Soutine's 

portraits depict single sitters (with the exception of four late mother-and-child portraits), 

73 Monroe Wheeler, Soutine, p. 46. 
74 Maurice Tuchman et. al., Chaim Soutine, p. 339. 
's Avigdor Poseq discusses Soutine's self-portraits in his article `On Ugliness, Jewishness and Soutine's Self- 
Portraits' (Konsthistorik Tidskrift, Vol. 63. No. 1 (1994), pp. 31-52). 
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shown either standing or sitting, in half- or three-quarter-length format and set against a non- 

descript and monochrome background. With the exception of a single early canvas - Young 

Woman in a Rocking Chair (c. 1916) [Fig. 14] - no context of a setting or location is 

provided and the only accompanying accessory is a chair (which features with notable 

regularity). All sitters look directly at the viewer, aside from an early series of profile 

portraits and several compositions featuring sitters at a three-quarter angle. Aside from an 

early series of portraits known as the Praying Man series which feature a single male figure 

at prayer, Soutine's subjects do not engage in any action or activity. Soutine's models are 

also extremely varied and include boys, men, girls, women, other artists, patrons, celebrities, 

priests, choirboys, pastry chefs, maids, mothers and grandmothers. Soutine painted only four 

self-portraits during his lifetime: Self-Portrait by Curtain (c. 1917) [Fig. 15], Self-Portrait 

with Beard (c. 1917) [Fig. 16], Self-Portrait (c. 1918) [Fig. 17] and Grotesque (c. 1922-1923) 

[Fig. 18]. The latter work has only recently been accepted as a self-portrait. 76 Two of these, 

Self-Portrait by Curtain and Grotesque, are three-quarter length, while Self-Portrait with 

Beard and Self-Portrait are bust-format. In each, the artist looks out of the image directly at 

the viewer. Although critics have argued that Soutine's work in portraiture responds to a 

series of stylistic developments occurring in other genres - specifically the change from the 

`Ceret style' to the `Cagnes style' - certain features nevertheless remain constant: a single 

sitter, a general pose (frontal, canvas-centre, interlocked hands also centrally placed, sitting or 

standing) and a fairly nondescript background. A relatively small number of Soutine's 

portraits depict named individuals: The Cellist (Serevitsch) (c. 1916) [Fig. 19], Portrait of the 

Sculptor, Oscar Miestchaninoff (c. 1923-1924) [Fig. 20], Portrait of Maria Lani (two works, 

both 1929) [Fig. 21 and 22] and Portrait of Madeleine Castaing of which there are three 

works, the most famous shown in Fig. 7. The latter Castaing portrait has been the most 

76 Marc Restellini, Soutine, p. 128. 
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celebrated. On these occasions it seems Soutine was commissioned to paint Castaing, 

Miestchaninoff and Serevitsch, with the resulting portraits instantly entering those 

individuals' personal collections. 77 Other portraits represent named individuals, but were 

initially purchased by dealers, particularly Leopold Zborowski and Paul Guillaume, upon 

completion, for example the several portraits of Maria Lani, a favourite model amongst early- 

twentieth century Parisian artists (she was also painted by Bonnard, Derain and Bosshard). 

The remaining portraits feature unnamed individuals solely identified by their profession - 

e. g. pastry chefs, bell boys and choir boys - or simply by an item of their clothing, e. g. 

Woman in Red Dress. These relatively neutral descriptions do not give much away, and they 

certainly do not allow us to read Soutine's portraits in a conventional way, i. e. by likeness to 

a named individual or by identifying attributes relating to a known sitter. Our readings are 

restricted, even stripped down to basics: gender, age and, at times, profession. By preserving 

the sitter's anonymity and disallowing readings reliant on individual identity, Soutine's 

portraits of the working classes, men, women and children thus begin to destabilise the notion 

of portraiture as it is often encountered. This effect is compounded by a lack of context in 

Soutine's portraits, for example the choir boy portraits do not feature a church setting. In 

spite of these disruptions, however, any debate over the nature Soutine's portrait works as 

`portraits' is simultaneously deemed unnecessary by Soutine's compliance with that genre's 

iconographic and visual conventions: a central, single sitter painted from life in a studio 

setting; traditional half and three-quarter-length formats; and conventional profile or frontal 

views. Thus Soutine deliberately pushes at the boundaries of some of art history's most rigid 

77 According to the Soutine catalogue raisonn8, The Cellist, painted in c. 1916, immediately entered the 

collection of M. Serevitsch in Paris, until it was bought by Zborowski and sold to Jonas Netter (Paris) in 1930; 
Portrait of the Sculptor Oscar Miestchaninoff (c. 1923-1924) similarly entered that artist's collection after 
completion, where it remained until it was loaned to the Centre Georges Pompidou (Paris) in 1972. The painting 
currently still resides in that institution. Portrait of Madeleine Castaing (c. 1929) also entered the Castaing 

ownership, until it was sold to Adelaide Milton de Groot (New York) in 1936. A second Portrait of Madeleine 
Castaing (c. 1929) also entered the Castaing collection on completion. Both portraits of Maria Lani and the third 
Castaing portrait entered private collections, either directly or via Paul Guillaume. 
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definitions of the Portrait (likeness and mimesis) while also conforming to others 

(representational conventions). At most, therefore, definitions of Soutine's portraits may be 

stretched to `studies' of Paris's working class and men, women and children, but since 

Soutine does not provide any context for his portraits, or elements that would pass comment 

on those demographics, they inevitably still fall within the scope of portraiture, even if 

situated extremely on that scale. Within the context of this thesis, they will therefore be 

understood as portraits, although their potential to destabilise the iconographical conventions 

of the portrait genre will also be kept in mind when discussing them. 78 

Clearly, there is scope for an in-depth analysis of this bulk of early material, which to 

date has been noticeably overlooked in favour of other works supporting dominant narratives 

of Soutine's oeuvre and style. Future work in Soutine studies may attempt such a study, and 

very much to the benefit of this artist's reception, even if renewed scrutiny confirms current 

belief in the experimental nature and reduced importance of these works. Within the remit of 

this chapter, however, it is important to note the reliance of current scholarly opinion on a 

selective and exclusive part of a much larger oeuvre, a trend ultimately brought about by 

privileging stories about Soutine's expressionist persona - this is not to suggest that critics' 

conclusions about Soutine's earliest works are `incorrect', but rather that the early works are 

not `expressionist enough' to fit comfortably into accounts which view the artist as seizing on 

his true medium around the time of 1919, during the so-called Ceret period. 

iii. The Ceret Period (1919-1922) 

Fig. 1 is a 1920/21 landscape by Soutine entitled Landscape at Ceret currently owned by Tate 

and until recently on display in Tate Modem. It is interesting to note Tate's description of the 

78 Similarly, Soutine's still lifes also call into question their nature as works comfortably sitting within the 
iconographical conventions of that genre, most significantly by their reductive presentation of represented 
scenes. This issue will be discussed in detail in Chapter Two, which asks how Soutine's still lifes fit into a genre 
traditionally known for sumptuous banquet scenes, particularly as represented in the French tradition by 
Chardin. 
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