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FOREWORD

bernard arnault
President of LVMH/Moët Hennessy. Louis Vuitton and President of the Fondation Louis Vuitton

Samuel Courtauld was one of the greatest art collectors of his 

time in early twentieth-century London, as well as one of the 

most active and generous philanthropists. I am extremely proud 

to welcome his collection to the Fondation Louis Vuitton in Paris 

as 2019 begins. This new exhibition resonates with the tributes 

we have paid to visionary and generous collectors who built 

extraordinary and emblematic collections that shaped the history 

of art. Our previous exhibitions include the collection of Sergei 

Shchukin in 2016–17, and works from MoMA in New York  

in 2017–18.

Through the truly exemplary nature of his collection, Samuel 

Courtauld gave the United Kingdom a compelling view of 

‘Continental’ art, primarily Impressionist works by French artists. 

These world-renowned masterpieces are today displayed at the 

Courtauld Gallery in London, part of the Courtauld Institute 

of Art, based at the palatial Somerset House complex. Both the 

Institute and the Gallery reflect the role played by the founder 

and his trailblazing role in transmitting a taste for the very best of 

French art from the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries 

to the United Kingdom. The Courtauld Institute of Art is today 

unanimously recognized as one of the most prestigious centers 

for the teaching and study of art history in the world. Samuel 

Courtauld’s enlightened approach clearly distinguishes him as a 

pioneer and a model for private philanthropy in both the arts and 

education, and serves as an inspiration for our own commitment.

I am thus delighted that the French public will have an 

opportunity to discover in Paris – some 60 years after the first 

retrospective dedicated to this exceptional collector at the 

Orangerie in 1955 – the many remarkable works we have enjoyed 

seeing in London, including A Bar at the Folies-Bergère (1882) 

by Manet, Young Woman Powdering Herself (1889–90) by Seurat 

and Cézanne’s The Card Players (1892–96). These works brought 

fresh and exciting winds of bold modernity to the decidedly 

conservative England of the 1920s, where Cézanne himself was  

not yet recognized as a leading figure in modern art.

Samuel Courtauld came from a family of Huguenot origin 

who had emigrated to England in the wake of the revocation of 

the Edict of Nantes. He oversaw the exceptional international 

development of his family’s textile business in the early twentieth 

century and was recognized as one of the leading industrialists of 

his time. Following a trip to Florence in 1901, he applied the same 

ardor, talent and passion – which he shared with his wife Elizabeth 

– to the world of art. Together they created a magnificent 

collection, emphasizing above all a distinctive sensibility in 

selecting works. He was inspired by a noble conception of art 

and its essential role in society, writing that ‘art is universal and 

eternal: it ties race to race and epoch to epoch. It bridges divisions 

and unites men in one all-embracing and disinterested and living 

pursuit.’

For Samuel Courtauld, passion went hand in hand with 

reason, as shown in our exhibition, which recounts both the 

story of a man’s passionate commitment to a humanist vision – 

underpinned by a conviction that the experience of art represents 

an inestimable richness – alongside that of a philanthropist 

actively engaged on behalf of the public good. He expressed this 

in particular in 1923 by establishing the Courtauld Fund for the 

National Gallery and the Tate in London, enabling British public 

collections to acquire major Impressionist works such as Seurat’s 

Bathers at Asnières. 

After his wife passed away in 1931, Samuel Courtauld took  

the radical step of donating his art collection and Home House – 

his refined residence designed by the celebrated architect Robert 

Adam – to the eponymous institute dedicated to the history of art 

and its teaching. Here too he was an innovator, professionalizing 

a dedicated field of studies for researchers, curators and restorers. 

His remarkable generosity inspired him to strive to make the 

experience of art accessible to the broadest possible public,  

taking the unprecedented step of bringing together both scholars 

and students. 

Anthony Blunt, director of The Courtauld Institute of Art from 

1947 to 1974, guided the institution’s ascent as an internationally-

renowned centre for art history. Today Lord Browne, its Chairman 

of the Board, and Deborah Swallow, its Director, lead the Institute 

with characteristic talent and intellectual elegance. Ernst Vegelin, 

Head of The Courtauld Gallery, oversees its outstanding collection 

and exhibition programme. Accompanied by a remarkable team, 

they are now delivering Courtauld Connects, an ambitious long-

term renovation program that will modernize the Somerset 

House building and restore the mythic Great Room built by Sir 

William Chambers between 1776 and 1779 to host the annual 

summer exhibitions of the Royal Academy of Arts, which featured 

paintings by Reynolds, Gainsborough, Constable and Turner. 

I want to extend my warm thanks to them, as well as to Karen 

Serres, curator of paintings, for their invaluable contribution to 

the success of our ambitious undertaking in Paris. The exhibition 

is made possible thanks to the generosity of the Samuel Courtauld 

Trust and its chairman, Andrew Adcock, which owns the collection 

for the benefit of The Courtauld. 

I would also like to salute the contribution of Suzanne Pagé  

and the team at the Fondation Louis Vuitton, in particular 

Angeline Scherf, for the great professionalism and enthusiasm 

with which they have executed this project in collaboration with 

the Courtauld Gallery team. 

Samuel Courtauld was beyond any doubt a true visionary.  

His life and work offer us a superb example of far-sighted acumen, 

accompanied by a generosity that has enriched and brought 

emotion and pleasure to the public in the United Kingdom,  

France and the entire world. 
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FOREWORD

the lord browne of madingley and andrew adcock
Chairmen, The Courtauld Institute of Art and The Samuel Courtauld Trust

The Courtauld Institute of Art is a unique place. Founded in 1932, 

and now a self-governing college of the University of London, its 

500 students gather from around the world for in-depth study 

of the history of art and conservation. At its heart is one of the 

United Kingdom’s great art collections, which is on permanent 

loan from the Samuel Courtauld Trust. Engaging displays and 

exhibitions, classes, seminars, inspiring lectures, busy research 

events, the hum of student life, the quiet intensity in the handsome 

libraries: this open community has immense vitality and is fired by 

a strong sense of purpose. Over the course of the next few years, 

our institution will be undertaking an ambitious and far-reaching 

project, Courtauld Connects. Phase I involves the renovation of 

Somerset House, The Courtauld’s eighteenth-century home in 

central London. This has necessitated the temporary closure of 

The Courtauld Gallery, where display spaces will be upgraded and 

extended, and improvements made to technical facilities. In Phase 

II, our focus will shift to The Courtauld’s teaching and research 

environment, which will be comprehensively modernised for the 

benefit of a new generation of students. Since it was founded, 

graduates of The Courtauld have played leading roles in museums, 

universities, the media and the commercial art world, among 

others. Courtauld Connects will ensure that this world-class 

institution, with its rich history, will flourish long into the future.

The architectural centrepiece of Courtauld Connects is the 

restoration of the Great Room. This famous and imposing space  

was designed in the eighteenth century for the annual exhibitions  

of the Royal Academy of Arts. It was here that artists such as  

J.M.W. Turner and John Constable presented their new work. The 

Great Room played an important role in the cultural life of Britain, 

and it will do so again. Its restoration is funded by LVMH as part of 

the group’s long and noble tradition of cultural philanthropy. The 

Courtauld is immensely grateful to Bernard Arnault, Chairman of 

LVMH/Moët Hennessy, for this generosity. We also record our warm 

appreciation of the essential parts played by Jean-Paul Claverie and 

Daniella Luxembourg in making possible this partnership between 

our institutions. 

The Fondation Louis Vuitton has made an indelible impression 

since it opened in 2014, and it is the perfect partner to bring Samuel 

Courtauld’s superlative collection to a new global audience. We 

hope that those who have known and cherished our magnificent 

Impressionists in the special historic setting of The Courtauld 

Gallery will relish the thrillingly different experience offered by  

the Fondation Louis Vuitton. Conversely, to those who experience 

the collection now for the first time, we extend a warm invitation 

to visit The Courtauld of the future in 2021 and enjoy what it has  

to offer. 

Thomas Rowlandson and Auguste Charles Pugin;  

etching and aquatint by John Hill 

‘Exhibition Room, Somerset House’, pl. 2, from  

Microcosm of London, 1 January 1808, detail 

Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York

Thomas Rowlandson and Au-
guste Charles Pugin Aquatint 
by John Hill)	 Microcosm of 
London, pl. 2, 1 January, 1808.
Etching and aquatint, hand 
colored (24.7 × 29 cm)	
Metropolitan Museum of Art, 
New York

Thomas Rowlandson and Au-
guste Charles Pugin Aquatint 
by John Hill)	 Microcosm of 
London, pl. 2, 1 January, 1808.
Etching and aquatint, hand 
colored (24.7 × 29 cm)	
Metropolitan Museum of Art, 
New York
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PREFACE

suzanne pagé  

Artistic Director, Fondation Louis Vuitton

Passion is the root of any engagement. In matters of art it ensures 

lucidity, authorising the creation of the most clear-sighted and 

incisive collections. Usually, the collector is driven by the compelling 

desire to convince, and therefore to share. Generosity, therefore, is 

inevitably part of the story. We can find numerous examples of this 

all around the world, in the formation of both public and private 

‘museum-quality’ collections.

Since its opening, the Fondation Louis Vuitton has had the 

privilege of presenting many remarkable artworks brought together 

in ensembles such as these. In 2015, Keys to a Passion showcased 

a selection of masterpieces that had broken the rules to become 

foundation stones of modernity, all now held by leading museums 

and international foundations. Other major ensembles constituted 

in this way and now kept in public and private institutions have 

been brought to the Parisian public for the first time by this 

institution. In 2016–17, there was the collection of Sergei Shchukin, 

now shared between the Hermitage Museum in Saint Petersburg 

and Pushkin Museum in Moscow, and in 2017–18, that of MoMA 

in New York, a private institution based for the most part on 

individual initiatives.

And this is once again the case with this first presentation in 

Paris for over sixty years of the collection assembled by the English 

industrialist and patron of the arts Samuel Courtauld. The first and 

only previous showing of this ensemble in France was held at the 

Musée de l’Orangerie in 1955.

The collection is so legendary for its ensemble of Impressionist 

works and its works are so iconic that, paradoxically, many do 

not feel the need to visit it in London. Reproduced in all kinds 

of forms and mediums, the works have been made into simple 

images, shorn of their ‘aura’. The primary merit of this exhibition 

is therefore that it reinstates the original vibration of these works; 

visitors can experience their ‘presence’ in the necessary empathy 

of a direct viewer/painting relation. The show will do justice to the 

independence and campaigning spirit of Courtauld the collector 

who distanced himself from a national scene in which he saw 

only ‘artifice and convention’ (Denys Sutton). As is well known, 

‘masterpieces’ that become recognised as such over time will 

inevitably have had to assert themselves against the norms and 

assumptions of their time.

In what remains an open debate, this exhibition tries to shed 

light on the ‘miracle’ that produces a visionary gaze; on what 

constitutes such a capacity. Samuel Courtauld maintained close, 

companionable relations with dealers, art historians, collectors and 

artists, even if he remained sole arbiter of his choices, which were 

primarily subjective. In Paris and London he frequented the dealers 

Ambroise Vollard, Bernheim-Jeune, Durand-Ruel, Paul Rosenberg, 

Knoedler & Co, Lefèvre & Son, Wallis & Son, Alex Reid and, above 

all, Percy Moore Turner, director of the Independent Gallery in 

London, who became his main advisor. It was thanks to him that  

he was able to visit the Barnes Foundation in Merion in 1924, before 

its inauguration. Turner played the role of intermediary for the 

acquisition of major works: Bathers at Asnières by Seurat, Montagne 

Sainte-Victoire with Large Pine by Cézanne, La Loge (Theatre Box) 

by Renoir, A Bar at the Folies-Bergère by Manet. He was also present 

when Courtauld made his decision to finance the purchase of 

Impressionist works for the National Gallery. 

The Courtauld circle brought together figures and artists at the 

crossroads of the visual arts, music, literature and the economy. 

Among them, notably, were members of the Bloomsbury Group 

such as the economist John Maynard Keynes and the art historian, 

theorist, painter and critic Roger Fry, one of the first champions 

of Impressionism and Post-Impressionism, still little accepted in 

the United Kingdom. Among them, too, as ever, we find artists like 

Walter Sickert, Glyn Philpot and James Bolivar Manson, a painter 

who became Assistant Keeper and then Director of the Tate.

The exhibition will do justice, above all, to the decisive role 

played alongside Samuel by his wife Elizabeth, whom he survived 

by sixteen years. This collection really was desired and conceived 

in common, in a shared intimacy, as primarily a ‘private passion’ 

for a ‘humanist’ art, with shared philanthropic aims. This no doubt 

implied an extra degree of qualitative responsibility which was  

their hallmark. 

At the Fondation Louis Vuitton, The Courtauld Collection:  

A Vision for Impressionism brings together some hundred paintings 

and prints and drawings, all of which once belonged to Samuel 

and Elizabeth Courtauld, and most of them held at the Courtauld 

Gallery in London. In addition, there is a set of ten Turner 

watercolours acquired by Samuel’s brother, Sir Stephen Courtauld, 
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confirming the family’s involvement in the arts. Through this 

collection founded on the choice of major figures, we follow 

the development of Impressionism from the 1860s onwards. The 

sequence is punctuated by the cherished presences of Cézanne and 

Seurat, alongside Manet, Monet, Renoir, Degas, Toulouse-Lautrec, 

Modigliani, Van Gogh and Gauguin. The excellence and scope 

of most of these works speak of the perspicacity and mixture of 

boldness and acumen shown by these collectors, especially with 

regard to prevailing attitudes in Britain at the time. 

Moreover, while the Seurat masterpiece Bathers at Asnières, 

which can no longer be moved, is absent, the presence of other 

works from the National Gallery in London – including Corner of a 

Café-Concert by Manet and A Wheatfield, with Cypresses by Van Gogh 

– reflects their determination to play a role in enriching British 

national collections.

The motivation and spirit of this collection were decisively 

shaped by Samuel Courtauld’s economic and family background, 

and especially his French Huguenot roots on the island of 

Oléron, from which his ancestors emigrated to London in the late 

seventeenth century. Originally silversmiths, the Courtaulds created 

a textile business in 1794. Their innovative spirit took them into 

viscose production. This revolutionary synthetic fibre brought them 

huge wealth at the turn of the twentieth century. Samuel learned 

his trade in the family business and became director in 1921, holding 

the position until 1946 and turning Courtaulds into a front-rank 

international company. This allowed him, in parallel, to constitute 

the Courtauld Collection, the Courtauld Fund and, finally, the 

Courtauld Institute. 

Without a doubt, the philanthropy of his parents, Sydney and 

Sarah, was a decisive influence here. They were committed to 

educational and social movements which, as historians have noted, 

were founded on the militant Unitarian brand of Protestantism. 

These family values ensured that for Courtauld his combat for art 

also meant sharing his passion. This quality of engagement was 

also that of his wife Elizabeth. It was the bold personal purchases 

that she first made in 1922 – notably a Jean Marchand and a 

Renoir – that started up the process of collecting and introduced 

Samuel to the famous Percy Moore Turner. Both husband and wife 

were intimately implied in the double adventure of collecting and 

patronage. Elizabeth’s great cause was also and foremost classical 

music, which she championed by supporting the Courtauld-Sargent 

Concerts performed at Queen’s Hall. The defining cultural concern 

for Samuel and Elizabeth was shared pleasure; beyond their private 

experience they were aiming to awaken the wider public to art. 

Together, they quickly constituted a collection founded on the same 

‘spiritual’ conception of art, as revealed during a stay in Florence 

in 1901, the year of their marriage. Elizabeth’s death in 1931 also 

marked, more or less, the end of the collecting phase. 

Christopher McLaren, Samuel Courtauld’s godson, who knew 

him into his teenage years, speaks of a man of remarkable curiosity, 

gifted with a keen sensibility and great freedom of taste – a trait 

also confirmed by the collector’s sister, Sydney Renée. Essential to 

the quality of Courtauld’s gaze was his practice as an artist and 

poet, as revealed in his two books of poems: Count Your Blessings 

(unpublished, 1943) and Pictures into Verses (published, 1947), the 

latter a volume of poems inspired by paintings, including some 

in his own collection. What is significant here is his very personal 

classification of the works into categories that are not conceptual 

but sensory. These are laid out in his typed essay Origins of Beauty: 

tension, emotion, peace, grace, dignity and skill.

Two exhibitions put on in London are generally credited with 

a decisive role in stimulating the Courtaulds’ interest: in 1917, the 

collection of French paintings, including works by Manet, Degas 

and Renoir, that Sir Hugh Lane (1875–1915), an Irish dealer, had 

just bequeathed to the nation; and in 1922, the exhibition Pictures, 

Drawings, and Sculptures of the French School of the Last 100 Years, with 

works from Corot to Seurat, co-organised in May 1922 by Roger Fry 

at the Burlington Fine Arts Club – a private club that exhibited art 

borrowed from private collections or dealers.

The collection was put together at tremendous speed  

from 1923 to 1929. Emotion was uppermost in this process carried 

out on a daily basis for the common delectation of Samuel and 

Elizabeth. The principle was to take what touched them; they 

bought only works that they loved and wanted to live with, even if, 

according to Karen Serres, Elizabeth and Samuel always thought 

that their collection should one day enter the public domain.

The accuracy of their choices is evident in the remarkable corpus 

they assembled, notably La Loge by Renoir and A Bar at the Folies-

Bergère by Manet, for which Samuel Courtauld was ready to  

pay the impressive sum of about £24,000 each. He was competing 

on an international market, and if he managed to obtain the  

Manet, this was only because Dr Albert Barnes had desisted  

a few months earlier.

In 1923 he acquired the first Cézanne: Still Life with Plaster Cupid, 

which Richard Serra found so striking. Gradually, he built up the 

biggest ensemble of this painter’s work in the United Kingdom, 

including Montagne Sainte-Victoire with Large Pine, Lac d’Annecy and 

one of the five versions of the famous The Card Players. Courtauld 

thus played a key role in securing British recognition of Cézanne 

– the least popular of these painters at the time – whose ‘magic’ 

touched him deeply. His carefully pursued acquisitions cover the  

full span of the painter’s career. Ten of Cézanne’s paintings and  

three works on paper are shown here.

Seurat constitutes the other strong point of the collection. In 

addition to Bathers at Asnières, acquired for the National Gallery, 

Courtauld owned a significant ensemble of thirteen works by this 

artist who was neglected in Great Britain at the time and whose 

early death made his pieces rare. These include the ever-mysterious 

Young Woman Powdering Herself.

Typically, and like Sergei Shchukin, albeit in a very different 

way, the collector’s conviction was imbued with social concern: 

‘I see art as the most civilized influence that man can find,’ he 

once said. In parallel with the constitution of his own collection, 

Courtauld helped to transform the national collections by creating 

the Courtauld Fund in 1923. Its purpose was to acquire works by the 

‘modern movement’. From 1923 to 1927, it thus enabled the National 

Gallery to acquire twenty-two very fine works of French modern art, 

thereby helping to overcome a certain English conservatism with 

regard to Impressionism.

In 1925, with the help of the economist Keynes, he consolidated 

his philanthropic role by founding the London Artists’ Association, 

a charity dedicated to supporting art and the young painters and 

sculptors who made it. Courtauld also remained one of the most 

generous contributors to the Contemporary Art Society created by 

Roger Fry in 1910, while also collecting contemporary English artists 

such as Duncan Grant, a figure in the Bloomsbury Group who 

was close to Keynes and to the artist Vanessa Bell, Virginia Woolf’s 

sister, who also featured in the Courtauld Collection, as did Lucien 

Pissarro, who had settled in England. However, his taste never 

stretched to the more radical expression of Fauvism and Cubism, 

nor did he ever really take to Matisse or Picasso, despite buying an 

early work by the latter, Child with a Dove (1901).

As dynamic and innovative today as it has ever been, the 

Courtauld Institute of Art was founded by Samuel in 1932, after 

the death of his wife, and on the initiative of Viscount Lee of 

Fareham, a diplomat and art historian. The Institute was linked 

to the University of London. In order to carry out this project, 

Courtauld brought in numerous collaborators, such as the lawyer 

Sir Robert Witt, and Joseph Duveen, a dealer and trustee of the 

National Gallery. He could also count on the support of Roger Fry. 

This– following the example of the Fogg Art Museum, Harvard, in 

the United States – was the first institution created in the United 

Kingdom to promote artistic education and teach art history 

but also, and very originally, the conservation and restoration of 

artworks. A major financial commitment of £100,000 gives a sense  

of the project’s ambition and openness.

From the outset, the Courtauld Gift made available to the 

Institute the collector’s residence of Home House, built by the great 

architect Robert Adam in 1775–1777, as well as half of his collection. 

Students there were greeted in the original décor by seventy-four 

paintings and drawings: ‘it seemed to me that the Institute would 

be a kind of missionary centre from which the idea of the value of 

Art would spread through many diverse channels’ (letter to Lord 

Lee). This gift was accompanied by the publication of the catalogue 

of the collection, complete with a critical apparatus written by 

Percy Moore Turner and Paul Jamot, then keeper at the Department 

of Paintings at the Louvre. With reproductions of 55 Impressionist 

and Post-Impressionist works, the book was published in 1934 in 

French only, indicating Courtauld’s attachment to the language of 

his ancestors. It also reflects the high reputation of P.M. Turner, 

the adviser and writer. In 1933 the Institute distinguished itself 

by saving the Warburg Institute in Hamburg, giving a home to its 

library and to some thirty of its researchers.

The Courtauld Gallery continues to be a very lively institution 

and it is still developing. Over the years, it has been enriched by 

numerous bequests, gifts and collections (notably the Antoine 



xx xxi

Seilern Collection). As for the Institute, it houses a library with 

thousands of rare volumes and exceptional documentary 

collections (especially on architecture).

Combining from the very beginning its own collections with 

teaching at the very highest level, in 1989 the Courtauld Gallery  

left Home House for Somerset House, the former venue for the 

Royal Academy of Art’s summer exhibitions in London.

It is because the Courtauld is temporarily closing that this 

exhibition is being shown in Paris. Its renovation, and especially the 

restoration of the famous ‘Great Room’ will improve the circulation 

between works of art, exhibition spaces and teaching areas. It 

will make possible the digitisation of millions of the Courtauld’s 

photographs, documents and archives, putting the finishing 

touches to the philanthropic and cultural action that constituted 

the life’s work of Samuel Courtauld the collector, and which ensure 

that his reputation is both timeless and very much alive.

From the outset, the organisation of this Courtauld exhibition 

in Paris has been indebted to Bernard Arnault, president of the 

Fondation, and his advisor Jean-Paul Claverie. Both have shown 

great personal commitment and followed the development of the 

project through its different stages.

The exhibition is the fruit of close, friendly collaboration 

between the Fondation and the Courtauld Gallery. I would like,  

first of all, warmly to thank, for their decisive commitment from 

the beginning of the project, Ernst Vegelin van Claerbergen, 

Head of the Courtauld Gallery and the greatest expert on this 

institution, and Karen Serres who, as Curator of Paintings, 

coordinated the catalogue texts and entries. With their help, we 

have been able to deepen our knowledge of the contents and spirit 

of an institution that, even today, still holds numerous secrets. 

These should be fully revealed in the definitive book planned 

for the reopening, towards which the Parisian catalogue may be 

considered as a first step.

With Angeline Scherf, curator at the Fondation, whose 

engagement in the exhibition project was decisive, we organised 

what is a veritable event for Paris, conceiving the display in close 

cooperation with our colleagues at the Courtauld and the architect 

Marco Palmieri. 

This exhibition was supported by the collaboration of several 

members of the Courtauld staff: Ketty Gottardo, Curator of 

Drawings, Barnaby Wright, Curator of 20th Century Art, and 

Alexandra Gerstein, Curator of Sculpture and Decorative Arts, 

as well as of Anne Robbins, Curator of Post-1800 Paintings at the 

National Gallery, London, all of whom have also contributed to  

the catalogue.

Many other contributions have gone into this event, as 

mentioned below, but I would particularly like to thank, at the 

Fondation Louis Vuitton, Sophie Durrleman, Executive Director, 

Élodie Berthelot, Director of Production, Joachim Monegier du 

Sorbier, Director of Public Programmes, and their collaborators,  

as well as, for Communication, Isabella Capece, Jean-François 

Quemin and Sébastien Bizet. Press Relations were handled by  

Roya Nasser and Andréa Azéma. 

Raphaël Chamak, Head of Publications, once again 

demonstrated his tremendous professional qualities, Annie  

Pérez being closely associated to the publication process. 

Our sincere thanks go to them all.

With Angeline Scherf, I would also like to express our particular 

gratitude to Dimitri Salmon and Sébastien Chauffour for the 

rigorous expertise they brought to the catalogue.

Among the tutelary figures of this event, I would like to express 

my warm gratitude to Daniella Luxembourg, who was there right 

from the start of this undertaking. She will also be involved in the 

ambitious symposium planned for spring 2019.

PREFACE

ernst vegelin van claerbergen
Head of The Courtauld Gallery 

Those whom fortune favours – and no honest man can acquire 

wealth without the aid of luck – should use their money not only  

for their own natural enjoyment, but to advance the cause of 

civilization. For instance, they can foster art, music, scholarship  

and science in many valuable and original directions which are  

apt to frighten public bodies. Then, I think, the value of such men  

to society will be acknowledged by all. 

 – samuel courtauld, 1944

This exhibition marks the first time in over 60 years that the 

superlative private collection of French Impressionist and  

Post-Impressionist art formed by Samuel Courtauld in the 1920s 

has been shown in France. Courtauld came from a Huguenot family 

and he cherished the nation and culture of his French forebears. 

His championing of French painting in England against prevailing 

opinion is a remarkable story, a validation of the importance of art 

for the individual and for society. It is an honour for us to have been 

able to collaborate with the Fondation Louis Vuitton to bring these 

outstanding works back to France and to re-examine Courtauld’s 

role as a collector and philanthropist. 

As Chairman of the multinational textiles and chemicals 

company Courtaulds Ltd for 25 years, Samuel Courtauld was a 

consequential public figure in his own time. However, he left few 

personal records and, despite his impact on British cultural life, 

his name is largely unrecognised. And yet today his democratising 

legacy is more influential than he could possibly have imagined. 

The paintings that he acquired for the British national collection, 

amongst which feature such masterpieces as Van Gogh’s Sunflowers 

and Seurat’s Bathers at Asnières, draw millions of visitors every 

year to the National Gallery in London. Equally, in founding the 

Courtauld Institute of Art and giving his private collection to its 

Gallery, he created a centre of unparalleled scholarly excellence,  

a ‘missionary centre’ in his own words, which has had a profound 

influence on scholarship and public enjoyment of the visual  

arts. This exhibition has been the occasion for the first new research 

on Samuel Courtauld for several decades. It has given us a far 

clearer picture of his activity as a collector but also of the higher 

purposes – the aims and ideals – that directed his thought and 

philanthropy. It is perhaps because of these pronounced concerns 

that – alongside Courtauld’s unerring eye for great quality –  

his collection, now at The Courtauld Gallery, continues to have  

such appeal and relevance. 

The Fondation Louis Vuitton and The Courtauld Gallery 

complement each other in many ways, and I cannot imagine 

a more suitable and attractive partner with which to bring 

Courtauld’s collection to the attention of a new generation.  

I extend my warm personal thanks to all the staff at the Fondation 

who have worked so hard to make this possible. Above all,  

I would like to recognise the essential role played by Jean-Paul 

Claverie, who has been a friend throughout this project. Suzanne 

Pagé and Angeline Scherf have been wonderfully creative 

curatorial interlocutors. Sophie Durrleman and Pascale Herivaux 

and their colleagues also deserve our warmest thanks. At  

The Courtauld Gallery, the curatorial and technical teams have 

been tireless. I record my particular thanks to Karen Serres, the 

Courtauld’s Curator of Paintings, who has led on many aspects 

of the exhibition, including this catalogue. I am very grateful 

to the Trustees of the Samuel Courtauld Trust, which owns the 

collection at The Courtauld Gallery, for their enthusiasm for this 

project. The exhibition includes a number of highly important 

works once owned by Samuel Courtauld and now in private 

collections or other museums, and I am extremely grateful to 

their owners. Finally, I extend my personal thanks to Daniella 

Luxembourg, a senior member of the Courtauld Institute of Art’s 

Governing Board, and, for his generosity and encouragement,  

to The Hon. Christopher McLaren. 
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paul gauguin

EIGHT WOODBLOCK PRINTS FROM 
THE ‘NOA NOA’ SERIES 1893–94

From the portfolio Paul Gauguin. 10 Træsnit printed by Pola Gauguin (1883–1961) 

and published by Christian Cato, Copenhagen, 1921

Woodblock print in black ink on greyish-ivory China paper

The Courtauld Gallery, London (Samuel Courtauld Trust)

When Gauguin returned to France from his first sojourn in Tahiti in 

August 1893, he envisaged publishing a memoir, based on his travel 

journal as well as local legends and anthropological observations. It 

was to include poems by Charles Morice, one of his key supporters, and 

would be illustrated with ten prints. Its ostensible purpose, according to 

a letter to his wife Mette, was to publicise his adventures and to elucidate 

for a French audience the paintings he had produced in Tahiti. However, 

given Gauguin’s deep ambivalence toward explaining his work, ‘Noa Noa’ 

gave rise (perhaps deliberately) to further mysteries. The prints are not 

illustrations in the conventional sense, and their Tahitian titles would have 

been incomprehensible to their original viewers (only a single print is titled 

in French). Not only is the relationship between the prints and text unclear, 

there also appears to be no recognised order to the prints.

Gauguin worked on the woodblocks for the ‘Noa Noa’ prints from 

December 1893 through March 1894. Although the publication did not 

materialise during his lifetime, he exhibited the prints in his studio in 1894. 

Their imagery relates to sketches in his journal and to the paintings and 

sculptures he made during his first stay in Tahiti and epitomises Gauguin’s 

habit of returning repeatedly to the same motifs, reworking them each 

time to new ends. In spite of his stated purpose of introducing his 

audience to the customs and mythology of Tahiti, the prints could be more 

accurately described as a voyage through the artist’s imagination. Indeed, 

as Morice later wrote, ‘here is the true Tahiti, that is to say faithfully 

imagined’.

Prior to the ‘Noa Noa’ prints, Gauguin had only produced a single 

set of prints, the so-called ‘Volpini Suite’ (1889) of zincographs. The ‘Noa 

Noa’ series is his first foray into woodblock printing and showcases his 

idiosyncratic approach. Gauguin used small end-grain boxwood blocks, 

typically used for wood engraving – a technique then associated primarily 

with finely detailed mass-produced illustrations. While he took advantage 

of the blocks’ tight grain for fine cutting and worked partly with the 

gravers typically used for wood engraving, he also availed himself of a 

range of less conventional tools – gouges and chisels more commonly used 

50. Noa Noa (Fragrant)

36.5 x 20.6 cm (block)

51. Auti Te Pape (Women at the River) 

20.5 x 35.5 cm (block)

52. L’Univers est créé (The Universe is Created) 

20.4 x 35.4 cm (block)

53. Te Po (The Night) 

20.4 x 35.9 cm (block)

54. Mahna No Varua Ino (The Devil Speaks) 

20.2 x 35.4 cm (block)

55. Manao Tupapau (The Spirit of the Dead Watches) 

20.4 x 35.6 cm (block)

56. Maruru (Offerings of Gratitude) 

20.5 x 35.6 cm (block)

57. Nave Nave Fenua (Delightful Land)

33.4 x 20.4 cm (block) 

provenance

Purchased by Samuel Courtauld from the Leicester 

Galleries, London, July 1924, for £47 5s (for the portfolio); 

Courtauld Bequest, 1948
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for woodcuts or sculpture (particularly apparent in the rendering of the 

shore in Auti Te Pape), etching needles, knives, razor blades and sandpaper. 

In essence, he treated the blocks like low-relief sculptures, bringing 

together sculpture, drawing and various printmaking techniques in  

a single work (fig. 87).

The sculptural surfaces of the blocks, combined with Gauguin’s 

preference for varying their inking to produce an array of different effects, 

made printing a consistent edition from them a complex undertaking. 

Samuel Courtauld’s set of prints comes from a portfolio printed in 

Copenhagen eighteen years after Gauguin’s death by his youngest son, 

Pola. In 1919, Pola purchased eight of the ten ‘Noa Noa’ woodblocks from 

the dealer Eugène Druet with a view to publishing a new edition. Only 

after two years of struggle did he and the publisher, Christian Cato, 

succeed in issuing an edition that captured every element of the blocks’ 

surfaces; this was achieved by using two different ink rollers, one soft and 

one hard, which covered the entire printing surface while leaving clear 

even the shallowest incisions. In contrast to the impressions printed by 

Gauguin himself, which frequently obscured or totally effaced areas of his 

designs, these posthumous impressions are faithful documentary records 

of the blocks, with nothing added or removed. rs

87

Title block for ‘Noa Noa’, 1893–94

Woodblock (fruit wood) with traces  

of zinc white and ink, 35.2 x 20.3 x 2.2 cm

Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York

57. Nave Nave Fenua
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georges seurat

FEMALE NUDE c. 1879–81 

Black Conté crayon over preliminary drawing with stumped graphite on laid paper, 63.2 x 48.3 cm 

The Courtauld Gallery, London (Samuel Courtauld Trust)

This drawing was likely executed in a private session with a model or 

perhaps in one of the city’s many open studios, as life classes at the École 

des Beaux-Arts in Paris, where Seurat studied between 1876 and 1879, 

were dedicated only to the male body. The figure, whose raised knee 

and hand suggest she is leaning on a chair, emerges from the network of 

vigorous crayon marks that have been built up to form a dramatic contrast 

between light and dark. To achieve the richness of the black in the darkest 

areas, Seurat selected a coarsely textured white paper, now faded to a 

pale cream, that would catch the oily Conté crayon as it was dragged 

across the surface. Seurat avoided harsh outlines, allowing the paper to 

show through the extensively worked background to create the soft and 

sensual volume of the figure. Subtle gradations of tone have been further 

enhanced through his use of stumping, a technique whereby a roll of paper 

or leather is rubbed on the surface to blend certain areas. The dramatic 

depiction of a full-length model against a dark background, a type of 

drawing Seurat would have encountered in his academic training, is also 

found in studies by other young artists of the period. At this early stage of 

his career, Seurat may have found the anatomy of the figure challenging, 

as he has used the dark background to circumvent the need to tackle 

the more demanding hands and feet, which are left incomplete. It is the 

extraordinary atmosphere of this drawing, however, that makes this work 

so distinctive, with the stillness of the figure captured through the dense 

layers of sinuous lines that almost vibrate with energy. rg

provenance

Purchased by Samuel Courtauld from The Independent 

Gallery, London, July 1928, for £750; Courtauld Bequest, 

1948

58
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SIX SKETCHES c. 1882–84

 
provenance 

All purchased by Samuel Courtauld

59 from Rosenberg & Helft, London, July 1937,  

for £450; bequeathed to Christabel McLaren, Lady 

Aberconway, 1947; private collection 

60 from The Independent Gallery, London, November  

1928, for £700; Courtauld Bequest, 1948

61 from The Independent Gallery, London, December 1927, 

for £700; bequeathed to his daughter, Sydney (Mrs R.A. 

Butler), 1947; private collection; Samuel Courtauld Trust, 

acquired with the help of the National Heritage Memorial 

Fund, the National Art Collections Fund and the V&A/MGC 

Purchase Grant Fund, 2000

62 from The Independent Gallery, London, June 1925, 

for £400; bequeathed to Christabel McLaren, Lady 

Aberconway, 1947; private collection

63 from The Independent Gallery, London, July 1929,  

for £800; bequeathed to his daughter, Sydney (Mrs 

R.A. Butler), 1947; private collection; accepted by HM 

Government in Lieu of Inheritance Tax and allocated to  

the Samuel Courtauld Trust, 2004

64 from M. Knoedler & Co., London, November 1926, 

for £750; bequeathed to Christabel McLaren, Lady 

Aberconway, 1947; private collection

59. Fisherman in a Moored Boat

59. FISHERMAN IN A MOORED BOAT c. 1882 

Oil on panel, 16.5 x 24.8 cm

Private collection, on long-term loan to The Courtauld Gallery, London

60. MAN PAINTING A BOAT c. 1883

Oil on panel, 15.9 x 25 cm

The Courtauld Gallery, London (Samuel Courtauld Trust)

61. BOAT BY THE RIVERBANK c. 1883

Oil on panel, 15 x 24 cm

The Courtauld Gallery, London (Samuel Courtauld Trust)

62. HORSES IN THE WATER c. 1883

Oil on panel, 15.2 x 24.8 cm

Private collection, on long-term loan to The Courtauld Gallery, London

63. MAN IN A BOAT c. 1884

Oil on panel, 17.6 x 26.8 cm

The Courtauld Gallery, London (Samuel Courtauld Trust)

64. THE ANGLER c. 1884

Oil on panel, 24.1 x 15.2 cm

Private collection, on long-term loan to The Courtauld Gallery, London

Seurat made these lively studies along the banks of the river Seine just 

outside Paris. Swiftly painted on small wooden panels, they show the 

young artist engaging with the mid-nineteenth-century tradition of open-

air sketching in oil. The suburban riverside of the Seine was one of Seurat’s 

favourite subjects, allowing him to capture bathers, anglers, people sailing 

and promenading. Though the panels were all painted within two years 

of each other, closer inspection reveals that they are remarkably varied 

in technique: Fisherman in a Moored Boat contains vigorous bursts of 

59–64



60. Man Painting a Boat 

61. Boat by the Riverbank

62. Horses in the Water

63. Man in a Boat
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crisscrossed strokes in the background, while the gentler small dabs of 

paint in Boat by the Riverbank attest to the artist’s knowledge of works 

by Monet and Renoir. Man Painting a Boat, meanwhile, appears more 

indebted to the palette and measured brushwork of Manet. These studies 

do not reflect a sequential development of technique but instead show 

Seurat’s propensity for wide-ranging experimentation. Though passages 

of these early works reflect the influence of the Impressionist painters that 

Seurat so admired, they show him already moving beyond the technical 

innovations of his predecessors. Seurat uses short, precise brushstrokes 

that foreshadow his practice of using tiny dots of pure colour, which, from 

a distance, blend in the viewer’s eye to create a highly luminous and vivid 

effect. Two of these works were used as preparatory studies for Seurat’s 

larger, finished paintings: Horses in the Water relates to Bathers at Asnières 

(see fig. 24), purchased by the Courtauld Fund in 1924, and the standing 

figure of The Angler can be seen in the iconic A Sunday Afternoon on the 

Island of La Grande Jatte (Art Institute of Chicago). rg

64. The Angler
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THE BRIDGE AT COURBEVOIE c. 1886–87 

Oil on canvas, 46.4 x 55.3 cm

The Courtauld Gallery, London (Samuel Courtauld Trust)

The bend of the Seine just north-west of Paris that passes the suburbs 

of Asnières and Courbevoie inspired several of Seurat’s most important 

paintings in the mid 1880s. While comparatively diminutive in scale, 

The Bridge at Courbevoie merits mention alongside the iconic Bathers at 

Asnières (see fig. 24) and A Sunday Afternoon on the Island of La Grande Jatte 

(Art Institute of Chicago) as Seurat’s clearest expression to date of the 

principles of divisionism as applied to landscape. Rejecting Impressionism’s 

more empirical approach to capturing fleeting effects of light and 

atmosphere, divisionism sought to translate light and colour into paint  

in a more systematic, scientific manner, by means of precise dots of paint 

in contrasting colours which were meant to produce an ‘optical mixture’  

in the viewer’s eye when seen from a certain distance.

Seurat painted this view from the island of La Grande Jatte looking 

across to the bridge and factories of Courbevoie. Unusually, he worked 

on an unprimed canvas and there is no trace of underdrawing; instead, he 

prepared the composition with a drawing in Conté crayon (fig. 88) which 

only differs in a handful of details. The palette is cool, dominated by blues, 

violets and greens, yellowish in sunlight and blueish in shade, giving an 

overall impression of subdued light and an overcast sky. Even seen from 

the supposed optimum viewing distance of about seven feet (three times 

the painting’s diagonal measurement), the dots are still distinctly visible 

and do not blend; instead, they appear to shimmer and vibrate, not unlike 

the sensation produced by sunlight. Despite this sense of vibration, the 

overall effect of the scene is one of almost eerie stillness and melancholy, 

the stillness reinforced by the repetition of verticals across the canvas – 

trees, masts, fence posts, a factory chimney and the three figures, rendered 

as toy-like ciphers, ranged along the bank.

The Bridge at Courbevoie, Seurat’s first work painted entirely in his 

mature style, was exhibited at the third exhibition of the Société des 

Artistes Indépendants in 1887, lent by the critic Arsène Alexandre, who had 

begun to write favourably about Seurat the previous year and who would 

become one of his staunchest supporters. rs

provenance

Purchased by Samuel Courtauld from Alex. Reid & Lefèvre, 

London, July 1926, for £2,850; Courtauld Bequest, 1948

88

Georges Seurat

The Bridge at Courbevoie, 1886

Conté crayon, 24.1 x 30.5 cm

Private collection

65
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YOUNG WOMAN POWDERING 
HERSELF c. 1889–90 

Oil on canvas, 95.5 x 79.5 cm

The Courtauld Gallery, London (Samuel Courtauld Trust)

Counted amongst the seven major compositions Seurat completed during 

his short artistic career, Young Woman Powdering Herself has nevertheless 

always held a unique position in his oeuvre. The only significant portrait 

executed by the artist, it has perplexed critics with its unusual subject-

matter and the perceived comic juxtaposition between the buxom 

young woman and the delicate vanity in front of her. The classification 

of the work itself has long been ambiguous: although the sitter, who 

was also Seurat’s partner, referred to the painting as ‘my portrait’ shortly 

after Seurat’s death, it is unlikely that the artist meant the work to be a 

recognisable depiction. The descriptive title the painting has today was 

the one used when it was first exhibited in Paris, at the Sixth Salon des 

Indépendants in March 1890. Shown alongside ten other works by Seurat, 

including the flamboyant Le Chahut (see fig. 91), Young Woman failed to 

make a lasting impression there despite its subtle, meticulously rendered 

effects of light and shadow.

The confined space of the painting is occupied by a young woman 

wearing a corset and full skirt. She is seated in front of a small table whose 

cramped surface holds a delicate stand with a mirror and two perfume 

bottles. She looks down at her reflection, concentrated on the task at hand, 

and uses the puff in her right hand to apply powder. Her towering hairstyle 

was fashionable around 1890, especially amongst singers and cabaret 

performers, leaving the viewer to wonder if we are witnessing a simple 

domestic scene or backstage preparations. This seemingly unusual choice 

of subject matter is in fact in keeping with Seurat’s exploration of the 

contrast between nature and artifice, here rendered almost literally with 

the representation of cosmetics.

Heightening the feeling of artifice is the flat composition, which 

presses the woman and the small table against the papered wall behind 

them. Volume is conveyed through the rounded forms of the sitter and 

of the cabriole legs of the table before her as well as through the use of 

dots of colour. Applied in varying tones in the woman’s arms and ample 

skirt for example, they offer some modulation. Seeking a systematic way 

of rendering light and colour, Seurat turned to the optical theories of his 

day to devise what he called ‘my method’: instead of blending colours on 

the palette or on the canvas itself, he applied paint in minute touches of 

provenance

Purchased by Samuel Courtauld from Wildenstein, New 

York, October 1926, for an unknown price; Courtauld Gift, 

1932

66
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pure colour. When viewed from a certain distance, these dots mixed in the 

beholder’s eye. This phenomenon, called optical mixture or optical fusion, 

was believed to confer a greater vibrancy to the motif and the surface of 

the works. In practice, however, Seurat’s technique was more empirical 

and experimental: he first applied broad planes of colour to block out the 

composition before overlaying them with a ‘skin’ of tight dots.1 Despite 

Seurat’s exactness and his commitment to this painstaking pointillist 

method, the dots are not uniform but often elongated and directional: they 

adapt in scale and shape to the forms they aim to represent. Contributing 

to the vibrancy of the painting’s surface is the interweaving of cool and 

warm tones, and the juxtaposition of complementary colours: blues appear 

next to oranges and the fictive painted frame around the composition 

lightens and darkens according to the adjacent areas, for maximum 

contrast and effect.

The young woman depicted in this canvas is the twenty-year-old artist’s 

model Madeleine Knobloch (or Knoblock; 1868–1903), Seurat’s partner 

and the mother of his son (born in February 1890, the child died a year 

later, a few weeks after Seurat himself and probably of the same infectious 

disease, diphteria). Tantalisingly, Young Woman Powdering Herself has long 

been said to contain another portrait, that of Seurat himself. This story was 

first recounted by the curator and critic Robert Rey in 1931: ‘this painting 

very nearly included an image of Seurat himself – and it would have been 

the only one known to us – depicting his own face. Indeed, in the mirror of 

Young Woman Powdering Herself, in which a vase of flowers is now forever 

reflected, could initially be seen Seurat’s own head. One of his close friends 

pointed out that this image in the lady’s mirror could make the viewer 

sneer. Seurat had to agree.’2 As a result, the artist painted over his only self-

portrait. X-radiographs of the canvas taken in 1958 (by the University of 

Chicago) and in 1987 (by the Courtauld Institute of Art) did indeed reveal 

a layer of paint underneath the vase of flowers. However, the images were 

too shadowy to read and curators of the landmark Seurat retrospective 

in 1991 warned that ‘in view of the time that passed before this story was 

told and the lack of corroborating evidence, we must treat it with great 

scepticism’.3 However, significant developments in imaging systems applied 

to the technical examination of paintings mean that it is now possible 
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of Roger Fry’s major text on him, hailing him as one of the two most 

important figures of Post-Impressionism alongside Cézanne. Fry praised 

his search for harmony, the emphasis placed on surface properties  

in his work and his ‘passion for reducing the results of sensation to 

abstract statements’ as a model for the highest aesthetic experience.6  

The Courtaulds’ three major works by the artist (the present work and  

cat. nos. 65 and 68) were also all purchased in 1926. They already owned a 

small oil sketch by the artist (cat. 62) and would continue to buy one a year 

until 1930. As a result, The Courtauld Gallery held the largest collection of 

works by Seurat in Britain throughout most of the twentieth century.7 ks

notes

1	 Kirby, Stonor, Roy, Burnstock, Grout and White 2003.

2	 Rey 1931, p. 129.

3	 Herbert ed. 1991–92, p. 335.

4	 The image was taken at The Courtauld Institute of Art 

with a multi-spectral scanner developed by Mattia 

Patti and Claudia Daffara from the Istituto Nazionale 

di Ottica - Art Diagnostic Group (CRN/INO) in 

Florence.

5	 Rey 1931, p. 129.

6	 Roger Fry, ‘Seurat’, The Dial, September 1926,  

pp. 224–32.

7	 From 1932, when The Courtauld Institute of Art 

was established and became a public collection, 

until 1995, when the National Gallery received the 

Berggruen gift of seven oil sketches by Seurat.

not only to penetrate the layers of paint further but also isolate them in 

a distinct way. A recent infrared scan of the upper left-hand corner of the 

painting was thus able to provide, for the first time, a clear image of the 

composition underneath the vase of flowers (fig. 90).4 It shows a finished 

depiction of a bearded man seated in front of a canvas, holding a long 

and narrow object, most probably a paintbrush. The figure’s elongated 

face and pointed beard closely resemble Seurat’s known likeness (fig. 89). 

It thus not only confirms Rey’s anecdote but expands on it: Seurat has in 

fact represented himself in the act of painting. The object above Madeleine 

was therefore meant to be a mirror and not a framed picture or a window 

as has been suggested. Rey added that the person who advised Seurat to 

remove his self-portrait (whose identity he does not reveal) ‘was unaware 

of the ties between the artist and the model, [and] is now filled with 

remorse, as we are with regrets’.5

Although the painting was on consignment with the Parisian dealer 

Paul Rosenberg, whom Samuel and Elizabeth Courtauld knew well, it is 

likely that they first saw Young Woman Powdering Herself in London, at an 

exhibition organised by The French Gallery in February 1926, Great Masters 

of the French 19th Century, with works drawn from Rosenberg’s stock. The 

Courtaulds waited until October to acquire the painting (see Sébastien 

Chauffour’s essay in this volume). It was distinctly identified a few years 

later as belonging to Elizabeth, making it likely that she was the instigator 

of the purchase.

1926 was a banner year for the reception of Seurat in the United 

Kingdom: it saw the first monographic exhibition on the artist (organised 

in April by the dealers Reid & Lefèvre in London) and the publication 

89

Georges Seurat , n.d. 

Current location unknown, image courtesy of Witt  

Library, The Courtauld Institute of Art, London

90

Detail from an infrared scan showing the  

underlying image of the artist at his easel  

Image courtesy of Mattia Patti and Claudia Daffara
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STUDY FOR LE CHAHUT c. 1889 

Oil on panel, 21.8 x 15.8 cm 

The Courtauld Gallery, London (Samuel Courtauld Trust)

This small panel is the earlier of two studies for Seurat’s painting Le 

Chahut (fig. 91). Scenes of popular entertainment began to assume a 

more prominent place in Seurat’s oeuvre in the second half of the 1880s, 

although Le Chahut is unique in alluding to a particularly risqué aspect 

of Parisian nightlife: the titular high-kicking dance was notorious for its 

provocative nature. By having the conductor point his baton toward the 

raised skirts of the female dancer in the foreground, Seurat highlighted  

the erotic nature of the performance; yet at the same he undercut the 

dance’s bawdiness by portraying his troupe of dancers side-on in a way 

that transforms their bodies into a complex, stylised pattern. However,  

the subject’s stagy artificiality seems to have appealed to him primarily  

as a ground for exploring the theories of colour and linear expression so 

central to his method.

As Seurat noted in a contemporary letter, he considered the dominance 

of the red end of the spectrum, here heightened by its contrast with the 

greens and blues used for the background and the looming figure of the 

bassist, to denote gaiety as, he also believed, did the prevalence of lines 

and angles flaring upward. Such principles had earlier been formulated 

by academic theoreticians such as Charles Blanc and more recently by an 

acquaintance, the aesthetician and scientist Charles Henry, but Seurat 

treated them more allusively, as signs or symbols of happiness. This 

allusiveness and arbitrariness chimed with the concerns of the Symbolist 

movement and appealed to critics like Félix Fénéon, who championed 

Symbolism and played a key role in promoting Seurat’s work.

The panel Seurat used for this study appears to have been cut down 

from a larger standard size. The painted blue border only covers three sides 

of the work; it is possible that the missing side of the border was painted 

on a supplementary strip of wood nailed to the panel. At many points 

Seurat allowed the panel’s white priming to show through, further evoking 

the blaze of artificial light bathing the scene. rs

provenance

Purchased by Samuel Courtauld from Ambroise Vollard, 

Paris, March 1929, for £1,000; Courtauld Bequest, 1948
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Georges Seurat

Le Chahut, 1889–90

Oil on canvas, 170 x 141 cm

Kröller-Müller Museum, Otterlo
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Seurat spent what would prove to be his last summer seaside  

painting campaign, in 1890, at Gravelines, a small port in northern  

France midway between Calais and Dunkirk. Baldly described in the 1894 

edition of Baedeker’s Handbook for Travellers as ‘an uninteresting town’, 

this un-picturesque, workaday settlement was not an obvious choice for a 

painter of seascapes; indeed, Seurat chose not to paint Gravelines itself but 

focused on the outlying suburbs of Grand and Petit Fort-Philippe that flank 

the entry to the canalised river. However, not only was this unequivocally 

man-made environment attractive to an artist who regularly explored 

contrasts between nature and artifice in his urban subjects, it offered him a 

neutral ground on which to experiment with the evocation of the soft and 

nuanced light of the Channel coast.

The Channel at Gravelines, Grand Fort-Philippe is the first of four large 

finished canvases resulting from the trip, all of which were shown at the 

1891 exhibition of Les XX in Brussels. Each depicts a different time of 

day; here the blond light and the pale sky convey an early morning. With 

the tide out and the channel nearly empty, the scene is perhaps more 

accurately regarded as a landscape than a marine painting. Despite its 

sparseness and simplicity, the composition is tautly structured, with the 

buildings, boats and bollards punctuating the strong horizontal axis at 

rhythmic intervals. The brushwork at first appears uniform but upon closer 

examination subtle variations emerge: for example, the tiny points of 

colour are slightly elongated in certain areas, notably the beach, infusing 

an otherwise static scene devoid of human presence with a sense of 

movement. Likewise, areas which appear monochrome, such as the sky 

and the sand, reveal a rich complexity of tone. It was the first of Seurat’s 

landscapes to be given a dark painted border; the stark contrast with the 

overall pallor of the painting heightens its luminosity. 

provenance

68 Purchased by Samuel Courtauld from Alex. Reid & 

Lefèvre, London, February 1926, for £3,100; bequeathed to 

his daughter, Sydney (Mrs R.A. Butler); private collection; 

the Berggruen Collection; purchased by the National 

Gallery, London, 1995 

69 Purchased by Samuel Courtauld from Alex. Reid & 

Lefèvre, London, July 1928, for £500; Courtauld Bequest, 

1948

georges seurat

THE CHANNEL AT GRAVELINES, 
GRAND FORT-PHILIPPE 1890 

Oil on canvas, 65 x 81 cm 

The National Gallery, London

THE BEACH AT GRAVELINES 1890 

Oil on panel, 16 x 24.5 cm

The Courtauld Gallery, London (Samuel Courtauld Trust)

68. The Channel at Gravelines 
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Beach at Gravelines, although painted on the small, thin panel Seurat 

favoured for studies, does not relate to the larger, finished paintings and 

appears to be an autonomous work rather than a preparatory study. 

That it was done out of doors is attested by the presence of grains of 

sand embedded in the paint layers. Here, the seascape is stripped to its 

essentials, the separation between water and sky barely delineated by  

a strip of red at centre, whose identity – distant cliffs, another beach, or a  

jetty – remains unclear. The palette is primarily restricted to reds, blues and 

yellows, with the panel’s white priming showing through in small areas all 

across the picture surface to suggest the cloudy radiance typical of this 

stretch of coast. The brushwork is fairly uniform, the strokes consistently 

horizontally elongated, giving the scene a sense of expansiveness that 

belies its diminutive scale. Although the view verges on abstraction,  

Seurat has not entirely abandoned his fidelity to the observed landscape. 

Beach at Gravelines hovers on the fine line where description gives way to 

pictorial invention.

Although it may seem incongruous to describe the Gravelines  

paintings as the ‘mature’ work of an artist who died aged thirty-one,  

both the finished canvases and the small panels bear witness to how 

rapidly and how radically his style had evolved over the course of a 

tragically short career and how close to abstraction his work had come, 

transforming prosaic landscapes into symphonies of luminous colour and 

atmosphere. Perhaps the last word on these paintings should be given 

to the poet and critic Emile Verhaeren, one of Seurat’s most eloquent 

champions: ‘It is air and light, even and tranquil, fixed in frames’. rs

69. The Beach at Gravelines 
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vincent van gogh 

A TILE FACTORY 1888 

Pen and brown ink over graphite on wove paper, 25.6 x 34.8 cm

The Courtauld Gallery, London (Samuel Courtauld Trust)

This drawing of a tile factory seen beyond ploughed fields was made  

from the road leading to the town of Tarascon, around half a mile outside 

Arles. Making drawings reduced the financial strain on Van Gogh’s brother 

Theo, who supported him. In a letter from the spring of 1888 the artist 

wrote, ‘if there comes a month or a fortnight where you feel pressed,  

let me know, from then on I’ll make drawings, and that will cost us less’.

Here, using reed pens of various thicknesses, Van Gogh has rendered 

the scene with the diversity of mark-making found in his paintings. 

Long deliberate lines are used to describe the furrows of the field; quick 

successive strokes where the pen barely leaves the page suggest stubble; 

and fine lines denote the factory roof. Van Gogh’s careful attention to the 

factory extends to the fence that horizontally divides the composition, 

where each individual plank of wood has been meticulously demarcated. 

Meanwhile, elements in the foreground have been cursorily described and 

the upper third of the drawing remains relatively untouched. Beneath the 

graphite, which Van Gogh used first to situate the buildings and the cart 

and rider before applying the brown ink, is a visible grid that covers the 

entire sheet. Some of the lines are ruled, while others are hand drawn, 

but all were drawn with a hard pencil that left indentations on the sheet. 

This may be evidence of Van Gogh’s use of a perspective frame, a portable 

wooden frame crossed by wires in a grid formation that could be pinned to 

posts, aiding with the accurate representation of a scene. Having recently 

moved to Arles from Paris, Van Gogh was excited about working outdoors. 

Despite the picturesque surroundings, however, he chose to focus on the 

modern subject of a factory. rs

provenance

Purchased by Samuel Courtauld from the Leicester 

Galleries, London, December 1926, for £178 10s;  

Courtauld Bequest, 1948
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vincent van gogh 

SELF-PORTRAIT WITH  
BANDAGED EAR 1889 

Oil on canvas, 60.5 x 50 cm 

The Courtauld Gallery, London (Samuel Courtauld Trust)

Vincent van Gogh’s Self-Portrait with Bandaged Ear is one of the most 

celebrated works in the Courtauld collection. Instantly recognisable as 

a portrait of the painter at the height of his artistic powers and depths 

of his emotional struggles, it has become an icon of the modern artist in 

popular culture. Van Gogh painted this work in mid January 1889, a week 

or so after returning to his rented lodgings in Arles following a two-week 

stay in hospital. He was recovering from a severe wound, self-inflicted 

on 23 December 1888 following a mental breakdown and a dispute with 

Paul Gauguin. Gauguin had come to Arles two months earlier to live 

and work with Van Gogh in his ‘Yellow House’, establishing what Van 

Gogh hoped would become the ‘Studio of the South’. The two men’s very 

different temperaments and artistic approaches, however, made for an 

uncomfortable cohabitation, with the domineering Gauguin urging  

Van Gogh to move away from direct observation from nature and towards 

a more stylised and symbolic way of painting. Following the clash and  

Van Gogh’s attack, Gauguin left Arles on 24 December and never saw  

him again. 

A letter addressed to Vincent’s brother Theo on 17 January 1889 seeks 

to offer reassurance: despite his recent breakdown and ongoing money 

troubles, Vincent reports that ‘I retain all good hope. But I feel weak and a 

little anxious and fearful. Which will pass, I hope, as I regain my strength.’ 

He informs Theo that he has already completed four canvases since leaving 

the hospital, including a portrait of his doctor (Portrait of Dr Félix Rey, State 

Pushkin Museum of Fine Arts, Moscow), a still life (Still life with a Plate of 

Onions, Kröller-Müller Museum, Otterlo) and two self-portraits (fig. 92 and 

the present work, which he promises to send to Theo). The list of expenses 

that accompany the letter act almost as an echo of the self-portrait itself: 

alongside charges related to his violent self-mutilation (covering the 

laundering of the bloodstained linen in Van Gogh’s bedroom, the hospital 

stay and the nurses dressing his wound) are payments for a hat (probably 

the fur cap he sports in this painting to secure his heavy bandage in place), 

brushes and painting material. 

Self-Portrait with Bandaged Ear is a powerful statement on the part of 

a wounded artist that he has started working again. It also reaffirms his 

commitment to direct observation. Van Gogh represents himself in the 

provenance

Purchased by Samuel Courtauld from Paul Rosenberg, 

Paris, October 1928, for £10,000; Courtauld Bequest, 1948
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Self-Portrait with Bandaged Ear and Pipe, 1889

Oil on canvas 49.5 x 44.2 cm

Private collection
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small studio he set up on the ground floor of the Yellow House. In addition 

to his new cap, he wears a heavy coat to ward off the winter chill; fastened 

only at the top, it is probably a traditional Provençal shepherd’s cape. 

Behind him stands an easel and a barely begun canvas, counterbalanced on 

the other side by a Japanese woodcut pinned to the wall. Van Gogh owned 

hundreds of such Japanese prints: not only did they give him great visual 

pleasure but they were also an important artistic source of inspiration. 

Van Gogh had left Paris for the south of France seeking the bright colours 

and idyllic rural scenes found in Japanese woodcuts.1 The frayed edges 

and pinholes at the four corners of the print, formerly in The Courtauld 

Gallery’s collection and visible in an old photograph (fig. 93), attest to its 

use in Van Gogh’s studio.2 

Van Gogh’s representation of the print in his self-portrait, however, 

departs significantly from the original in the scale and placement of 

its different elements, rendered freehand. Thin lines of blue paint were 
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Anonymous

Geishas in a Landscape, c. 1870–80

Colour woodblock print, crêpe print, 60 x 43 cm

Untraced (formerly The Courtauld Gallery, London)
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many months later, when Signac visited). The most compelling piece of 

evidence is a drawing that Van Gogh’s attending doctor, Félix Rey, made 

in 1930 at the request of Irving Stone, an American author working on a 

novel on Vincent’s life (fig. 94). That book, Lust for Life, was later turned 

into a Hollywood film featuring a striking Kirk Douglas as Van Gogh. On 

his doctor’s notepad, Rey outlined a before-and-after sketch of Van Gogh’s 

ear, showing that only a small part of the lobe remained after the razor cut. 

A moving inscription accompanies the sketch: ‘I am happy to provide you 

with the information you requested concerning my unfortunate friend Van 

Gogh. I dare to hope that you will not fail to glorify as it deserves to be the 

genius of this remarkable painter.’3 Murphy further convincingly argues 

that Van Gogh’s survival owes much to the intervention of Rey, who was 

trained in new treatment techniques and had an awareness of antiseptic 

surgery. In his portrait, Van Gogh has carefully differentiated the yellow oil-

soaked silk dressing used to stem the flow of blood and prevent infection 

from the white bandage used to keep it in place.

Van Gogh painted three dozen self-portraits in the space of four 

years and approached this theme in a myriad of ways: as homage to his 

illustrious Dutch predecessor Rembrandt; for psychological introspection; 

as a cheap way of securing an indefatigable model; to fashion his own 

identity and present himself to the outside world; and as a conduit for 

stylistic experimentation. Self-Portrait with Bandaged Ear combines all of 

these aspects and its use of paint is incredibly bold and varied, especially 

when one considers the circumstances of its creation. It allowed Van Gogh 

to start work again following the most traumatic moment of his life and 

the loss of his dream of an artists’ community in the south. It enabled him 

not only to ground himself in his surroundings and reclaim his likeness 

(including the painful reminder of his act) but crucially to reassert his 

stylistic identity. ks

added over the broader planes of colour to describe finer features. The 

rest of the composition of Self-Portrait was first outlined using a charcoal 

underdrawing on the thin priming before being painted quickly over it. 

Surfaces are rendered with a myriad of colours applied in thick strokes. 

Van Gogh’s flesh is a particular tour de force, with his cheek modelled in 

oranges, browns, purples and pinks. 

The story of Van Gogh’s ear has, almost from the beginning, been the 

subject of lore and long pervaded popular culture. The facts, however, 

remain unclear. Recent research by the art historian Bernadette Murphy 

has enabled us to unpick many myths, including the nature of Van Gogh’s 

wound. Until now, most accounts have trusted the painter Paul Signac 

who visited Van Gogh in March 1889 and later asserted that he cut off only 

a portion of the lobe of his left ear. New evidence, including newspaper 

accounts and first-hand written testimony, suggests that in fact the 

painter cut off his entire ear; this very severe wound would have led to 

substantial loss of blood and justified his extended hospital stay, as well 

as numerous follow-up visits (Van Gogh was still wearing his bandage 

notes

1	 Tilborgh, Bakker, Homburg, Kōdera and Uhlenbeck 

eds 2018.

2	 See Cooper 1957. The print was acquired by Cooper in 

Paris from Paul Gachet, whose father was the doctor 

who supported and treated Van Gogh during his stay 

at Auvers-sur-Oise. The print was stolen in 1981 and 

remains untraced. The generous gift in 2005 of a copy 

of the stolen print means that The Courtauld Gallery 

now has another version.

3	 Murphy 2016, pp. 148-49.
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University of California, Berkeley
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vincent van gogh 

PEACH TREES IN BLOSSOM 1889 

Oil on canvas, 65 x 81 cm 

The Courtauld Gallery, London (Samuel Courtauld Trust)

The blossoms on the peach trees of La Crau, the wide plain outside Arles 

to the north east, indicate that this canvas was painted in the early spring, 

probably in late March 1889. Van Gogh had only been out of hospital for 

a few months, following his dispute with Paul Gauguin and his mental 

breakdown in December 1888. During his stay in Arles, Gauguin had 

encouraged Van Gogh to work not from life but from the imagination;  

Peach Trees in Blossom rejects this approach and embodies Van Gogh’s 

renewed commitment to working from nature. The textures of the pebble-

strewn road, rickety wooden fence, flowing grasses and soft peach blossoms 

are rendered with an extraordinary variety of brush-marks, recording both 

the natural and man-made forms that harmoniously co-exist within the 

landscape. In a letter to Paul Signac, Van Gogh described the Crau landscape 

as ‘a poor green countryside with little cottages, blue line of the Alpilles, 

white and blue sky. The foreground, enclosures with reed hedges where 

little peach trees are in blossom – everything there is small, the gardens, the 

fields, the gardens, the trees, even those mountains, as in certain Japanese 

landscapes, that’s why this subject attracted me.’ The idea that the south 

of France might bear a resemblance to the landscapes of Japan was a 

motivating factor for Van Gogh’s move to Arles from Paris the previous 

year. The peach blossoms in the foreground and the snow-capped peak that 

punctuates the vivid blue horizon, reminiscent of the silhouette of Mount 

Fuji, echo the Japanese prints that were circulating on the Paris market and 

avidly collected by Van Gogh. The delicate touches of paint used to describe 

the blossoms recall the brushwork in the Impressionist paintings Van 

Gogh saw in the French capital, while the subject-matter of an agricultural 

landscape below a wide expanse of sky reminded him of the seventeenth-

century landscape paintings he was so familiar with from his native land. 

In a letter to his brother Theo 0f 13 July 1888, he writes, ‘I’ve already told 

you more than once how much the Camargue and the Crau – apart from a 

difference in colour and the clearness of the atmosphere – make me think of 

the old Holland of Ruisdael’s day’. In turn, Van Gogh’s painting had its own 

evocative effect on Samuel Courtauld, who, in April 1935, wrote to his friend 

Lady Aberconway: ‘the journey through Kent was lovely: the bright green 

grass, & blossoming fruit trees, & the newly washed sky, & water glistening 

everywhere reminded me of the Van Gogh Landscape at Portman Square’. rg

provenance

Purchased by Samuel Courtauld from The Independent 

Gallery, London, May 1927, for £9,000; Courtauld Gift, 1932
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vincent van gogh

A WHEATFIELD, WITH CYPRESSES 1889 

Oil on canvas, 72.1 x 90.9 cm 

The National Gallery, London

This work was painted in September 1889, a few months after Van Gogh 

voluntarily entered a mental asylum outside St-Rémy-de-Provence, near 

Arles, where he stayed until May 1890. It is one of three almost identical 

versions of the same composition representing a landscape around the 

hospital. Cypresses fascinated Van Gogh throughout his year there. Not 

only did he admire their beautiful lines and proportions, describing them 

to his brother Theo as like ‘Egyptian obelisks’, but for him the trees’ elegant 

silhouettes became a symbol of Provence.

Van Gogh painted a first canvas in late June 1889 (The Metropolitan 

Museum of Art, New York) and was so delighted by its success that he drew 

a sketch of it in reed pen for Theo in a letter dated 2 July. Deeming it one 

of his finest landscapes, he decided to make two further versions, both 

executed in the studio – the present work, which is identical in scale, and 

a smaller example, meant as a gift for his mother and sister (now private 

collection). The present version exhibits the same rich textural variation 

as the first canvas, including the application of thick fresh paint over 

areas that had not yet dried, but it has been less intensively reworked or 

modified overall. In creating a second version of a known composition,  

Van Gogh was able to distil his initial ideas while making minor 

adjustments and refinements, resulting in a confident design with greater 

emphasis on the surface elaboration of individual elements. The rolling 

clouds that dominate a third of the composition and the foliage that 

flickers in the wind are rendered more schematically here than in Van 

Gogh’s initial composition, which was likely painted out of doors, as 

suggested by the presence of a wheat husk found embedded in the paint. 

Purchased for the Tate Gallery through the Courtauld Fund in October 

1923, A Wheatfield, with Cypresses was the first work by Van Gogh to enter a 

British public collection. Three further works by the artist were acquired by 

the Fund in the following years – Van Gogh’s Chair, Sunflowers (see fig. 26) 

and Long Grass with Butterflies (all National Gallery, London). rg

provenance

Purchased for the nation by the administrators of the 

Courtauld Fund from The Independent Gallery, London, 

October 1923, for £3,300
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Henri Rousseau worked as a low-ranking clerk for the Paris Octroi, or 

municipal tax commission, collecting taxes on goods brought into the city – 

hence his nickname ‘Le Douanier’ (the customs officer). He began painting 

in his early forties and was entirely self-taught as an artist. The naïveté of his 

paintings, generally considered within the context of the avant-garde and 

embraced by Gauguin and Picasso, belies his admiration for academic art as 

practised by such establishment figures as Jean-Léon Gérôme, whose advice 

he claimed to have sought when he was starting out.

Rousseau frequently painted the outskirts of Paris, a strange landscape 

where the boundaries of city and countryside blurred uneasily, which he 

knew well from his working life, but The Toll Gate is the sole painting in 

his oeuvre to refer directly to his profession. However, comparison with 

contemporary photographs demonstrates that the toll gate depicted cannot 

be identified with any actual locale and is almost certainly a hybrid of real 

and imagined elements. The surrounding landscape, with the buildings 

almost overwhelmed by lush foliage, has less in common with the actual 

environs of Paris than it does with Rousseau’s fantastical and wholly 

imaginary paintings of jungles, themselves inspired by his visits to the Jardin 

des Plantes (Paris’s botanical garden). If the composition exposes some of 

Rousseau’s deficiencies as a painter, at least by academic standards – the tree 

trunks are rendered as smooth cylindrical tubes, the customs officials as stiff 

paper dolls, and linear perspective is virtually non-existent – it also reveals his 

considerable gifts as a colourist, with a wide range of greens handled with 

great subtlety. The tightly organised, insistently two-dimensional picture-

plane, which would have appeared absurd to an academically trained artist, 

held great appeal for avant-garde artists who increasingly rejected naturalism. 

The overall effect is of a prosaic subject rendered magical and dreamlike.

Samuel Courtauld seems to have appreciated this painting but not 

enough to expand his holdings of the artist. To a dealer offering him further 

paintings by Rousseau in 1927, he wrote ‘I have a small one of very fine quality 

and this is all I want by this artist’. rs

provenance

Purchased by Samuel Courtauld from Alfred Flechtheim, 

Berlin, 1926, price unknown; Courtauld Bequest, 1948

THE TOLL GATE c. 1890 

Oil on canvas, 40.6 x 32.7 cm 

The Courtauld Gallery, London (Samuel Courtauld Trust) 
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henri de toulouse-lautrec

JANE AVRIL IN THE ENTRANCE  
TO THE MOULIN ROUGE c. 1892 

Oil on millboard with pastel, laid on panel, 102 x 55.1 cm 

The Courtauld Gallery, London (Samuel Courtauld Trust) 

Jane Avril was the stage name of Jeanne Beaudon (1868–1943), a Parisian 

dancer who overcame an abusive childhood and a spell in the hospital of 

La Salpêtrière being treated for Sydenham’s chorea (a nervous disorder 

causing its victims to make involuntary dancelike movements) to become 

an acclaimed performer at the Moulin Rouge in the 1890s. It was there 

that she encountered Toulouse-Lautrec, who first achieved widespread 

notoriety with his 1891 design for a poster advertising the Moulin Rouge 

and its star dancer, Louise Weber, known as ‘La Goulue’ (the Glutton). 

An enduring friendship developed between artist and dancer which is 

attested not only by her frequent presence in his oeuvre but also by the 

psychological acuity with which he studied her.

This enigmatic portrait reveals a starkly different side of the performer 

who was nicknamed ‘La Mélinite’ (a form of explosive) for the flamboyance 

and unconventionality of her dancing (see, for example, one of her most 

famous posters, fig. 95), and whom the poet Arthur Symons memorably 

described as ‘[having] about her an air of depraved virginity’. Here, Jane Avril 

appears alone in the entrance to the Moulin Rouge, a man’s coat and hat 

hanging on the wall to her left and the illuminated windows of a carriage 

in the dark street outside just visible at upper right. Whether she is arriving 

for a performance or about to leave is, perhaps deliberately, left unclear. 

Modestly dressed in a fur-collared coat, she appears wrapped up in her own 

thoughts, her eyes downcast; only her slightly frivolous-looking lime-green 

hat and yellow handbag relieve the scene’s otherwise cool and subdued 

palette and hint at the gaudy and occasionally outrageous stage costumes 

with which most of her admirers would have associated her. Although 

only in her early twenties when Toulouse-Lautrec painted her (fig. 96), her 

face resembles that of a much older woman, gaunt and drawn, its pallor 

accentuated by the yellow artificial light. The hieratic quality of her long 

face and lean figure is reinforced by the portrait’s unusually narrow vertical 

format, nearly twice as tall as it is wide. The composition has been built up 

from multiple layers of long, slashing vertical strokes of oil and pastel which 

appear to sink into the support. This unorthodox combination of media, in 

concert with the use of millboard rather than canvas, the bare patches of 

the support showing through in many areas, and the lack of varnish (the 

last a common characteristic of many of Toulouse-Lautrec’s paintings) elide 

provenance

Purchased by Samuel Courtauld from The Independent 

Gallery, London, December 1929, for £10,400; Courtauld 

Gift, 1932 
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Henri de Toulouse-Lautrec

Jane Avril at the Jardin de Paris, 1893

Lithograph, 91.5 x 124 cm

The Museum of Modern Art, New York
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the distinction between painting and drawing; indeed, Toulouse-Lautrec’s 

friend and biographer François Gauzi described many of his painted 

portraits as ‘drawings highlighted with colour’.1

Toulouse-Lautrec’s act of capturing Avril in the indeterminate space 

of the nightclub’s vestibule – caught between the public and the private, 

gathering her thoughts between the everyday hubbub of the street and the 

glitter of the stage – may, intriguingly, have been echoed in the painting’s 

original place of display. It has recently been suggested that the portrait 

may have first hung in the entrance to the Moulin Rouge, opposite a nearly 

contemporary portrait of La Goulue entering the club arm in arm with 

her sister and her lover (fig. 97),2 bringing to the fore the contrast between 

the brazenly provocative, extroverted La Goulue and the inscrutable 

reserve of Avril, who was best known for performing solo rather than as 

part of a quadrille and noted for the ‘morbid, vague, ambiguous grace’ 

of her dancing.3 The differences between the two performers were then a 

matter of regular discussion in the press and Toulouse-Lautrec, who had 

apparently been given free rein by the Moulin Rouge’s management to 

display his work there, might have borne this in mind in choosing to pair 

the paintings in this setting.
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Jane Avril, n.d.

Bibliothèque Nationale de France, Paris
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Henri de Toulouse-Lautrec

La Goulue at the Moulin Rouge, 1891–92

Oil on board, 79.4 x 59 cm

The Museum of Modern Art, New York 
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This portrait’s emphasis on Avril as a private individual rather than 

a public performer offers persuasive evidence of the close relationship 

between artist and sitter. She appears in more works (fifteen extant, 

plus a lost sketch) than any other single performer in Toulouse-Lautrec’s 

oeuvre and in a range of guises well beyond that of a dancer. Notably, 

the majority of these depictions are paintings rather than prints; most of 

his portrayals of other entertainers were lithographs, perhaps because 

he understood that lithographs would reach a much broader audience 

than would paintings. He may also have considered the speediness and 

ephemeral nature of the print medium more suited to promoting celebrity.4 

The slower and more meditative process of painting seems to have been 

better suited to capturing the different facets of Avril’s distinct personality, 

whether dancing alone, striding along an anonymous street, as part of 

a group of fellow bohemians, or lingering in a nightclub entrance, and 

Toulouse-Lautrec’s unorthodox paint handling and eschewal of glossy 

surfaces likewise invites a deeper gaze than does the flatness and brilliant 

colour of a lithograph. Considering them as a group, as the critic Arsène 

Alexandre did in his seminal 1893 article ‘Celle qui danse’ (She who 

dances), this portrait and its fellows present a sustained, psychologically 

penetrating study of a complex and introspective woman as much as, or 

more than, a dazzling stage presence.5

Although it depicts an essentially private moment, Jane Avril in the 

Entrance to the Moulin Rouge was one of Toulouse-Lautrec’s most exhibited 

and well-travelled works during his lifetime, and, on the evidence of 

letters, he hoped to sell it soon after its completion.6 It was shown twice in 

London, where Avril had performed a few years earlier, in 1898, although 

there is no evidence that any critics particularly admired it; indeed, its first 

showing at the Goupil Gallery in May was notably unsuccessful. It did, 

however, attract the notice of James Abbott McNeill Whistler, who was 

then organising the first exhibition of the International Society of Painters, 

Sculptors and Gravers, and he included it in the show. It would remain 

in French collections for the better part of the next three decades, before 

eventually returning permanently to London when Samuel Courtauld 

purchased it in 1929. rs

notes

1	 Gauzi 1992, p. 26.

2	 Ireson ed. 2010, p. 62.

3	 Arthur Symons, ‘La Mélinite: Moulin Rouge’, in 

London Nights, London, 1895, pp. 190–91.

4	 Thomson, Cate and Chapin eds. 2005, p. 56.

5	 Arsène Alexandre, ‘Celle qui danse’, L’Art français,  

29 July 1893.

6	 Letters of Toulouse-Lautrec 1991, p. 214, letter 267, to 

Arsène Portier.
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In 1896, Toulouse-Lautrec created a suite of ten lithographs called ‘Elles’, 

devoted to the daily lives of prostitutes and kept women. Inspired in part 

by Japanese woodblock print albums such as Kitagawa Utamaro’s ‘The 

Twelve Hours in the Yoshiwara’ (c. 1795) and in part by his intermittent 

residence in the brothels of Montmartre in the mid 1890s, the series 

is now considered one of his greatest achievements as a lithographer. 

Although published by Gustave Pellet, who specialised in erotica, ‘Elles’ 

was remarkable for the stress it laid on the mundane details of its subjects’ 

existence as well as for the sense of sympathy, even complicity, between 

artist and subjects. That ‘Elles’ proved to be a commercial failure for Pellet 

may reflect its thwarting of expectations of the titillating, voyeuristic 

approach commonly associated with such scenes.

Courtauld’s enthusiasm for Toulouse-Lautrec’s prints is borne out 

by the fact that they are represented in greater strength in his collection 

than those of any other artist-printmaker apart from Manet. Woman in 

Bed – Waking is one of two plates from ‘Elles’ that he owned. Printed in 

olive-green ink, it was drawn directly on the stone with Toulouse-Lautrec’s 

characteristic flowing line, its deceptive resemblance to a chalk drawing 

highlighting another important source of inspiration, the sensuous red-

chalk drawings of boudoir subjects popular in eighteenth-century France. 

The woman’s relatively luxurious surroundings suggest that she is a rich 

man’s mistress rather than a prostitute. All but buried in the bedclothes, 

her face half obscured by her hair – the true focus of the image is her 

lassitude. The direction of her gaze makes it clear that she is aware of 

being observed, but the languid nonchalance of her expression and pose 

suggests that she is little bothered by this.

In Bed can be dated to the same period as ‘Elles’ in terms of its 

draughtsmanship and subject matter. However, it is not preparatory 

henri de toulouse-lautrec

WOMAN IN BED – WAKING  
plate 3 from ‘Elles’, 1896 

Colour lithograph on ivory wove paper, 40.5 x 52.5 cm

The Courtauld Gallery, London (Samuel Courtauld Trust)

IN BED c. 1896 

Graphite and black chalk on laid paper, 30.9 x 48.3 cm (max.)

The Courtauld Gallery, London (Samuel Courtauld Trust)

provenance

76 Purchased by Samuel Courtauld from the Leicester 

Galleries, London, December 1928, for £12 12s; Courtauld 

Gift, 1935

77 Possibly purchased by Samuel Courtauld from the 

Leicester Galleries, London, February 1922, price unknown; 

Courtauld Bequest, 1948
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for any of the prints, and no printed version of the work exists. The fact 

that it was executed on a large sheet of high-quality paper and signed 

suggests that, in spite of the looseness of its execution, Toulouse-Lautrec 

considered it an independent work. The model lies in bed, with only her 

head and crossed, stockinged feet emerging from the rumpled bedclothes. 

The confident economy and rapidity of the lines – most apparent in the 

rendering of the legs and feet, whose forms the artist seems to seek as 

he works – makes it likely that the artist worked directly from the model; 

this likelihood is reinforced by the unusually low viewpoint, probably a 

result of Toulouse-Lautrec’s small stature. Despite the speed with which 

he worked, the care Toulouse-Lautrec took with the drawing is evident in 

the use of two subtly different media – soft black chalk for the majority 

of the composition, combined with a hard graphite pencil for the more 

detailed treatment of the model’s face and hair. Although the lower part 

of her face is obscured by her bunched clothing, her features display a 

vivid individuality. It has been suggested that the model was a woman he 

knew well and who is thought to appear in several of the ‘Elles’ prints, a 

prostitute named Pauline Baron, known as Mademoiselle Popo, and the 

angle of her gaze, under sagging eyelids, and the faint smile playing over 

her tired face suggest a calm and relaxed familiarity between artist and 

model. rs
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henri de toulouse-lautrec

IN A PRIVATE DINING ROOM  
(AT THE RAT MORT) c. 1899 

Oil on canvas, 55.1 x 46 cm

The Courtauld Gallery, London (Samuel Courtauld Trust)

Never exhibited during Toulouse-Lautrec’s lifetime, this painting has 

been known by several different titles, all of which locate it in the louche 

underbelly of Paris’s fin-de-siècle nightlife: the ‘Rat Mort’ (Dead Rat) was a 

notorious café-restaurant on the southern fringes of Montmartre which 

the artist is known to have frequented in his final years, and the private 

dining rooms (cabinets particuliers) on offer at such places were often 

used for amorous liaisons. The woman at the centre of the composition, 

with her heavily made-up face set aglow by sickly absinthe-green artificial 

light and her laughing mouth a vivid crimson slash, has traditionally been 

identified as Lucy Jourdain, a well-known cocotte, or high-class prostitute. 

Her elaborate costume is typical of those worn at masked balls; Toulouse-

Lautrec establishes a startling formal rhyme between her gauzy pear- 

shaped hood and the bowl of fruit looming at an unsettling tilt in the 

foreground. The identity of the man beside her, his face brutally cropped  

by the edge of the canvas, has long been debated. Once described as 

Jourdain’s lover, Baron de W., who was said to have commissioned the 

painting (this is unlikely, given that the first owner was one of Toulouse-

Lautrec’s cousins), it has recently been suggested that he is the Australian 

painter Charles Conder. In any case, the man’s faceless anonymity 

frustrates any attempt to decipher a narrative in the relationship between 

the two figures. The presence of the viewer (or artist) is implied by the 

placement of one of the champagne flutes. The flowing brushwork, with 

colour laid on in bold streaks, is enhanced by the use of paint greatly 

thinned with diluent. Together with the palette dominated by bold reds 

and greens and the blurry, hallucinatory effect of the lamplight, the 

scene exudes the overripe sensuality and seedy glamour of Montmartre’s 

nightlife. rs

provenance

Purchased by Samuel or Elizabeth Courtauld from  

The Independent Gallery, London, March 1928,  

for £2,500; Courtauld Bequest, 1948
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henri de toulouse-lautrec

THE JOCKEY 1899 

Lithograph, first state, printed in black ink, 51.6 x 36.3 cm

The Courtauld Gallery, London (Samuel Courtauld Trust)

One of the last lithographs Toulouse-Lautrec made, The Jockey was the first 

plate in a projected series of lithographs on equestrian subjects entitled Les 

Courses commissioned by the Parisian publisher Pierrefort. It drew upon 

the artist’s long-standing fascination with horses, which had dominated his 

early work and in which he had been encouraged by his informal training 

from 1878 to 1882 with the sporting artist René Princeteau. Seemingly 

fused into single beings, two jockeys and their racehorses gallop along 

the racetrack – identified, thanks to the windmill visible in the distance at 

right, as that of Longchamp in the Bois de Boulogne to the west of Paris 

– in a display of remarkable dynamism. The sophisticated tonal effects, 

which mimic the qualities of graphite, chalk and charcoal, showcase 

Toulouse-Lautrec’s inventive approach to the technique of lithography, 

which occupied a place in his oeuvre equal to painting. The influence of 

Japanese prints is apparent in the composition’s strong diagonal thrust, 

the boldly silhouetted shapes, and the expressive distortion of the horses 

and jockeys. A more recent source for this startling image of horses racing 

flat out is likely the photographer Eadweard Muybridge’s studies of animal 

locomotion of the 1870s. The high viewpoint and the abrupt cropping of 

the horse in the foreground give the impression that it and its rider are 

actually suspended in space.

Toulouse-Lautrec’s rapidly deteriorating health prevented him from 

completing the series and he only managed to make four lithographs for it 

before his death in 1901. The Jockey was printed in two states by the studio 

of Henri Stern. Only ten black-and-white impressions of the first state were 

printed; 112 impressions of the second state were printed in colour. This 

exceptionally rare impression of the first state was the most expensive print 

by Toulouse-Lautrec to enter Courtauld’s collection. rs

provenance

Purchased by Samuel Courtauld from the Leicester 

Galleries, London, December 1928, for £38 7s;  

Courtauld Gift, 1935

79



312

MASK OF HANAKO  
Known as Type E; created between 1907 and 1910 

Cast in bronze by Alexis Rudier, c. 1910 or later

Height 16 cm, width 11.5 cm, depth 14 cm

Private collection

This mask of the Japanese actress and performer Hisa Ohta (1868–1945), 

known as Hanako, is one of a series of over 50 heads, busts and masks 

Auguste Rodin made of her between 1907 and 1911. Rodin first met Hanako 

after seeing her perform on stage during the Exposition Coloniale in 

Marseille in 1906. Thanks to the American avant-garde dancer Loïe Fuller, 

who was Hanako’s agent and a friend of Rodin’s, he next saw her in a kabuki-

style play in Paris later that year. The final scene of the play involved her 

enacting Japanese ritual suicide, or hara-kiri. He was so moved by her facial 

expressions that he invited her to pose for him. She became a frequent and 

regular presence in the studio over the next two years. Hanako would later 

recall how during modelling sessions she was made to hold attitudes of pain 

or terror for fifteen minutes at a time. Nearly all of the portraits in the series 

show a face with deeply furrowed brows and heavily reworked eyes (fig. 98). 

This mask, however, does not have any of that exaggerated tension. Hanako 

later explained that Rodin modelled it during moments of rest in between 

poses. She referred to the work as ‘tête de femme méditative’. 

The Hanako series, like many of Rodin’s experimental late works, was 

made in a variety of materials, from terracotta to plaster slip, and does not 

seem to have been intended for sale. Yet Rodin must have been pleased with 

this mask (known as ‘type E’) since it appears to have been the only one in 

the series to go on the market very soon after it was conceived. A bronze 

version of it was purchased in 1910 by the French state for its museum of 

contemporary artists, the Musée du Luxembourg in Paris (it was transferred 

to the Musée Rodin around 1918). In 1911, Rodin commissioned a photograph 

of the bronze that emphasised its rugged and apparently weathered surface, 

giving it the appearance of a recently unearthed antique sculpture. He also 

took the unusual step of casting it in coloured pâte de verre (glass paste), 

which gave it an unsettling and death-like dimension. Upon Rodin’s death, his 

estate sent Hanako a bronze of this mask, respecting a promise he had made 

to her (now in the Niigata Prefectural Museum of Modern Art, Japan). ag

provenance

Purchased by Samuel Courtauld from The Leicester 

Galleries, London, February 1928, for £183 15s; bequeathed 

to a private collection, 1947 
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Edward Steichen

Mask of Hanako, in the Dépôt  

des marbres, 1908

?Platinotype, 24 x 20 cm 

Musée Rodin, Paris
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INTERIOR WITH A SCREEN c. 1909–10 

Oil (peinture à l’essence) on paper, laid on cardboard and panel, 35.8 x 23.8 cm

The Courtauld Gallery, London (Samuel Courtauld Trust)

A member of the avant-garde artistic brotherhood of the Nabis during the 

1890s, Vuillard established a reputation as a painter of domestic interiors 

characterised by warm but muted colour, complex interweavings of fields 

of pattern, and a sense of cloistered intimacy. After 1900, however, his work 

lightened considerably in terms of both palette and mood. This informal 

scene, which captures a model in a studio reaching for her clothes just 

after she has finished posing, is one of a handful of works on this theme 

made around 1910. Despite its small scale, the image conveys a sense of 

height and airiness, with the gentle, even light from the tall windows 

suffusing the scene.

The theme of an artist’s model caught off-guard, between poses, had 

become popular in Salon painting in the 1880s, but Vuillard defuses the 

erotic charge normally associated with such scenes by his abbreviated 

treatment of the figure. The model – particularly her torso and left leg – 

is almost rendered in negative, scarcely modelled by a few brief strokes 

of blue-grey and white evoking the fall of light on flesh. The colour is 

muted, with the richest and most heavily painted areas reserved for the 

folding screen, which sets off the model’s body, and the glimpse of blue 

sky visible through the window. Large areas of the coarse, buff-coloured 

paper support are left exposed to serve as a mid-tone and the paint is 

very matt, with an almost chalky finish in some areas such as the patch of 

wall below the window, closer to the quality of gouache than oil. Vuillard 

appears to have used peinture à l’essence, or oil paint drained of its oil, a 

technique pioneered by Degas (see cat. 11); he may have been influenced in 

his choice by his experience as a painter of large-scale decorative works in 

the similarly flat, matt medium of distemper (glue-based paint). The overall 

effect is one of domestic tranquillity and of the figure being at one with her 

surroundings. rs

provenance

Purchased by Samuel Courtauld from the Leicester 

Galleries, London, July 1927, for £404 5s; Courtauld 

Bequest, 1948
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THE BLUE BALCONY 1910 

Oil on canvas, 52.5 x 76 cm

The Courtauld Gallery, London (Samuel Courtauld Trust)

Although Bonnard maintained a studio in Paris his entire life, he spent 

large amounts of time out of the city. The view in this painting was 

probably taken from the studio in his home in Vernonnet, a village north-

west of Paris located only a few miles from Giverny, where his friend 

Claude Monet lived. Bonnard had visited the area several times, initially 

renting a small half-timbered house he called ‘ma roulotte’ (my little 

caravan) before purchasing it in 1912. While there, Bonnard liked to focus 

on the relationship between the house and the garden, which became 

an important motif in his work, playing on the contrast between the 

architecture, the lush vegetation and the human figure. In this work a 

stooped figure can be seen to the left, on the balcony, which is distinctively 

painted blue, while another is visible by a table at the end of the central 

path through the garden. The painting appears to have been executed in 

late spring, as the trees that interrupt our view of the distant horizon have 

already grown leaves but retain their blossom. Dashes of yellow in the 

grass may indicate the daffodils or tulips that herald the spring.

During the early stages of his career, Bonnard was associated with the 

Nabis, a group of Post-Impressionist painters known for their flat planes 

of colour, simplified forms and symbolic representations. In contrast, 

this painting shows him moving away from this aesthetic and towards a 

renewed engagement with the lighter palette and tenets of Impressionism. 

Bonnard’s personal relationship with the aging masters Monet and Renoir, 

whom he visited frequently, seems to have heightened this interest, 

exemplified in this tranquil scene, with its focus on nature and the play  

of light on different surfaces. rg 

provenance

Purchased by Samuel Courtauld perhaps from The 

Independent Gallery, London, before June 1932,  

for an unknown price; Courtauld Gift, 1932
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FEMALE NUDE c. 1916 

Oil on canvas, 92.4 x 59.8 cm

The Courtauld Gallery, London (Samuel Courtauld Trust)

In 1906, Modigliani left his native Italy to further his artistic career in Paris. 

Initially, he lived and worked in the avant-garde centre of Montmartre 

where he met Pablo Picasso and other leading modern painters and 

sculptors. In 1909, he moved across the city to Montparnasse, where 

another neighbourhood of progressive artists had been established, many 

of them fellow émigrés, such as Marc Chagall and Chaïm Soutine. By the 

time Modigliani painted Female Nude, probably in the second half of 1916, 

he had moved back to Montmartre and was well known throughout the 

Parisian avant-garde for his extreme bohemian lifestyle and his distinctive, 

highly stylised painted portraits and sculpted heads. 

Although Modigliani had drawn and painted nudes previously, the 

present canvas was one of the first in a series of female nudes depicted 

seated or reclining that he worked on as a concerted campaign of 

activity between 1916 and 1917 (see, for example, fig. 99). Modigliani was 

encouraged in this endeavour by his new dealer Léopold Zborowski. 

Indeed, most of the nudes were painted in Zborowski’s Montparnasse 

apartment at 3 rue Joseph Bara. The dealer provided his new artist with 

professional models who were paid five francs per sitting whilst Modigliani 

received a daily stipend of fifteen francs.1 As with most of his other nudes, 

the identity of the woman who posed for Female Nude is not recorded. 

She bears some resemblance to a model called Marguerite who appears 

clothed in two other paintings by Modigliani but his stylised treatment of 

his subjects makes it difficult to suggest identifications with any degree of 

certainty.2

Like Paul Gauguin, whose work he admired, Modigliani fused stylistic 

elements taken from cultures outside Europe with conventional Western 

artistic tropes. In Female Nude, Modigliani’s elongated depiction of the 

model’s head and simplified linear treatment of her face draw, in a 

generalised way, on his knowledge of African and Oceanic sculpture. 

However, his arrangement of the model’s tilted head and carefully 

presented form clearly adopts the conventional, classicising imagery of 

provenance

Purchased by Samuel Courtauld from Léopold Zborowski, 

Paris, by 1928 for an unknown price; Courtauld Gift, 1932
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sense of the harmony and tranquillity that is often associated with the 

classical Salon nude. Nevertheless, for contemporary viewers his nudes 

were provocative. Modigliani’s highly charged rendering of female bodies 

broke through the painted veils that maintained decency in the academic 

classical nude and instead presented images of women whose nudity was 

highly sensual or frankly sexual. His prominent depiction of his models’ 

pubic hair – as in this canvas – was especially shocking at the time when 

this was a significant taboo in conventional painting.

In December 1917, Zborowski organised Modigliani’s first and only 

lifetime solo exhibition at Berthe Weill’s gallery in Paris at 50 rue Taitbout. 

It included a group of his recent nudes, one of which was displayed in the 

window. Weill later recalled that on the opening day the window display 

drew a crowd and that soon the local police commissioner ordered that 

the canvas be removed along with the other nudes on display, which were 

deemed indecent especially on account of Modigliani’s flagrant depiction 

of pubic hair. Although the truth of this story may have been exaggerated, 

it has become the stuff of bohemian legend and has helped to promote this 

group of nudes as radical modern paintings. Although not commercially 

successful at the time, Modigliani’s nudes have long been considered some 

of the most significant, and latterly highly prized, works of the artist’s 

short career.

Samuel Courtauld bought Female Nude directly from Zborowski nearly 

a decade after Modigliani’s early death.4 It was one of the only major 

paintings Courtauld acquired by an artist belonging to the Parisian avant-

garde after 1900; the other notable example is Picasso’s early masterpiece, 

Child with a Dove (see fig. 9). With its bold use of contouring lines and 

simplified forms, Modigliani’s Female Nude likely represented for Courtauld 

an extension of the aesthetics of earlier paintings in his collection, notably 

Gauguin’s Tahitian nudes (cat. nos. 48 and 49). bw

a nude in repose familiar from the walls of the Paris Salon during the 

nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. In this way, Modigliani’s nudes 

both challenge and recast the European figurative tradition.

Female Nude is also striking for its assertive and unconventional 

technique comprising decisively painted contours and boldly applied 

passages of colour. Recent technical research has highlighted the full range 

of painting techniques that Modigliani used for this canvas.3 He painted 

an upper layer of blue-grey ground and proceeded to work from dark to 

light as he rendered the figure. Modigliani leaves this ground visible to 

accent certain features, such as the model’s eyebrows, eyes and mouth. 

The X-radiograph of the canvas reveals very clearly the distinctive scallop-

shaped marks he used for the flesh of her body, created by pressing the 

loaded brush on to the canvas so that it splayed (fig. 100). By contrast, 

Modigliani treats the darker flesh tones of the woman’s face with a more 

refined, smoother finish. This is set off by his summary delineation of her 

hair, which he scratches into the black paint with the handle of his brush. 

Finally, he signed the painting in the upper-left corner just before outlining 

the perimeter of the canvas in the same black paint to create a frame of 

sorts.

By the academic painting standards of the period, which favoured 

smooth surface finishes and subtle flesh tones, Modigliani’s brushwork 

and colouring look aggressively rough and uncouth. However, taken on its 

own terms as a modern picture, it is remarkable that Modigliani’s assertive 

and seemingly raw painting style is still able to convey, in Female Nude, a 

99

Amedeo Modigliani

Reclining Nude on a White Cushion, 1917

Oil on canvas, 66.6 x 92.7 cm

Staatsgalerie, Stuttgart

100

X-radiograph of Female Nude

notes

1	 For a recent detailed account of Modigliani’s 

nudes and the circumstances of their 

production, see Ireson 2017.

2	 I am grateful to Nancy Ireson for drawing my 

attention to this possible identification. 

3	 Burnstock, Duvernois and Stringari 2018. 

4	 There is no receipt for this work among 

the Samuel Courtauld papers held by The 

Courtauld Gallery. However, a 1934 letter 

from Courtauld’s secretary confirms that it 

was purchased from Zborowski and a 1928 

invoice for adjustments to the painting’s 

frame places it in Courtauld’s collection by 

that date.

.
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This drawing is a study for a painting that Matisse executed in his  

studio in Issy-les-Moulineaux, south-west of Paris, in the summer of 1919 

(fig. 101). The model is the nineteen-year-old Antoinette Arnoux, who 

worked closely with the artist for two years, first in Nice and later travelling 

with him to Issy. During this time, Matisse created a substantial body of 

work featuring Arnoux, who played a prominent role in the artist’s evolving 

draughtsmanship. Two further drawings (both in private collections) 

related to the finished canvas show the model in the same cane chair; in 

one, Arnoux appears nude, and in the other garbed in the same clothes 

but viewed from a greater distance and with greater emphasis on the 

nearby table. In the present drawing, Matisse situates the model close to 

the picture plane and focuses on her striking costume, a nod on the artist’s 

part to the Middle East or North Africa. After having visited Morocco in 

1912–13, Matisse developed a fascination with the exotic that he would 

later develop, with his next model, into an odalisque fantasy. Here, Arnoux 

sports a loosely tied headscarf, a flowing skirt or perhaps harem pants, 

a sleeveless vest and a long-sleeve, transparent shirt that skims her bare 

breasts and remains open at the front. The edge of a table, complete with 

a small cup and saucer, works to anchor the figure in space. Using precise 

lines and disciplined hatching, Matisse has created a drawing of adeptly 

balanced contrasts. Framed by the straight lines of the chair, Arnoux’s 

frontal pose and her frank, somewhat challenging expression are combined 

with the young woman’s soft contours and the sinuous lines of her 

revealing clothes to form a drawing of unnerving sensuality. rg 

provenance

Purchased by Samuel Courtauld from The Independent 

Gallery, London, January 1925, for £40; Courtauld Gift, 1935
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Henri Matisse

The Black Table, 1919

Oil on canvas, 100 x 81 cm

Private collection

SEATED WOMAN 1919 

Graphite on paper, 35.5 x 25.4 cm 

The Courtauld Gallery, London (Samuel Courtauld Trust)
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henri matisse 

WOMAN LEANING WITH ELBOWS  
ON A TABLE 1923 

Black chalk and stumping on wove paper, 40.7 x 25.8 cm

The Courtauld Gallery, London (Samuel Courtauld Trust)

Drawing the human figure from life remained fundamental to Matisse’s 

practice throughout his career. Though he had a grounding in rigorous 

academic training, including studying in the class of the popular Salon 

painter William-Adolphe Bouguereau, his life drawings are far from 

traditional. In this sheet, a young woman wearing a simple, collared 

shirt sits with her arms crossed in a relaxed manner against her body in 

a composition that elegantly elevates the ordinary. Her pose is neither 

confrontational nor guarded. Sitting close to the picture plane, she looks 

directly out at the viewer but without making direct eye contact, appearing 

lost in her own world. The striped wall that frames her torso and the 

table she leans on evoke a domestic interior while lending a certain rigid 

formality to the picture. This sense of order is echoed by Matisse’s mark-

making: instead of extensively working up the drawing to the high level 

of finish encouraged by Salon artists, Matisse synthesised forms to precise 

and deliberate outlines. He used black chalk to create a drawing of rich 

tonal range. A stump, a cigar-shaped roll of paper or leather, has been used 

to smudge the chalk. This softens the drawing while subtly rendering the 

fall of light on the model’s skin, particularly her delicately modelled face 

with her asymmetrical nose, high cheekbones and slightly pursed lips. 

Matisse’s eye for keenly observed details lends his sitter a real sense of 

presence, restrained dignity and gravitas. rg 

provenance

Purchased by Samuel Courtauld from The Independent 

Gallery, London, April 1928, for £80; Courtauld Gift, 1935
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henri matisse 

SEATED NUDE WOMAN IN A  
TULLE BLOUSE 1925 

Lithograph, 44.3 x 31.3 cm

The Courtauld Gallery, London (Samuel Courtauld Trust)

In the 1920s, Matisse’s favourite model was Henriette Darricarrère, seen 

here casually posed and leaning against a striped wall. A trained ballet 

dancer, Darricarrère was working as an extra in the film studios of Nice 

when she first met Matisse. He was immediately drawn to the elegant way 

she carried herself and her athletic physique, which he thought caught 

the light like a sculpture. For the seven years she worked as his model, 

Darricarrère became close both to the artist’s wife, who grew particularly 

fond of the young woman, and to Matisse, who taught her to paint and 

considered her as his partner in the creative process. Their collaboration 

only drew to a close when Darricarrère left to get married.

Here, Matisse depicts her almost nude, with her arms and shoulders 

clothed in a gauzy, open blouse with embroidered floral detailing at 

the shoulders and hem. Like her clothing, her long, dark hair is partially 

undone. Darricarrère’s relaxed posture and her passive gaze reflect 

a comfort with both her own body and her surroundings, allowing 

the viewer a glimpse not only of a private interior but of her intimate 

relationship with the artist.

Matisse drew this work, which exhibits his characteristic use of pattern 

and tonal range, with a greasy crayon on a specially prepared stone in order 

to produce a lithograph. This printing technique most closely reproduces 

the directness of drawing but allows the artist to create multiples, in this 

case an edition of 50. It is part of a wider group of lithographs in which 

Matisse depicted Darricarrère as his idea of a Moroccan beauty, playing 

into his fascination with the exotic. Matisse visited Morocco in 1912–13,  

and the country left a lasting impression on his subsequent work. rg 

provenance

Purchased by Samuel Courtauld from The Leicester 

Galleries, London, February 1928, for £8 8s; Courtauld Gift, 

1935

86



328

SEATED WOMAN c. 1923 

Pen and black ink on wove paper, 35 x 26.1 cm

The Courtauld Gallery, London (Samuel Courtauld Trust)

Picasso’s confident command of line is exemplified in this seemingly 

effortless study of a seated female nude. A youthful woman sits prostrate, 

her left arm anchoring her to the ground and taking her weight while 

her right casually rests on her raised knee. Her gentle gaze is focused on 

something outside the composition. She is represented with a delicate 

lyricism that is typical of Picasso’s most linear drawings. Consciously 

avoiding the variable thickness of line that a quill pen offers, Picasso has 

used an even pressure with a relaxed hand to produce fine, regular lines 

that hardly fluctuate in either width or tone. His assured command of the 

pen and the model’s relaxed pose lend a calmness to the drawing, while 

the arrangement of the model’s limbs into a square form creates a self-

contained composition of great order and rhythm. The woman’s reclining 

pose is one typical of the positions required of a model for traditional 

academic training, and also echoes the classical sculpture the artist 

would have seen when he travelled to Rome in 1917. This three-month 

trip, which Picasso undertook to work on theatre designs for the ballet 

Parade, spurred his interest in classicising imagery. Though he readily 

draws upon such motifs, his treatment is far from conventional. Rather 

than extensively describing the figure, Picasso deliberately omits elements, 

most notably her right thigh and the outline of her abdomen, encouraging 

the viewer’s imagination to complete these areas on his behalf. Despite the 

series of broken lines, minimally suggested contours and the ambiguity 

of where the background stops and the figure begins, Picasso’s fluent 

draughtsmanship produced a figure of great solidity and monumentality. 

rg 

provenance

Purchased by Samuel Courtauld from Paul Rosenberg, 

Paris, January 1924, for 2,000 F; Courtauld Gift 1932
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The six Courtauld siblings – four boys and two girls – were 
born between 1870 and 1883. Their father Sydney Courtauld was a 
wealthy man. He was a nephew of the founder of the Courtauld 
textile firm, sitting on the company’s Board until his death in 1899, 
and he was the third-largest shareholder.4 The family became 
exponentially wealthier after the company began to produce 
rayon in the early years of the twentieth century (see my essay 
in this volume). The eldest brother, Sir William Julien Courtauld 
(1870–1940), a businessman and philanthropist, continued his 
parents’ tradition of funding public buildings in Essex, where the 
family had lived since the early nineteenth century, but on a much 
larger scale. He paid for a group of important public buildings and 
civic facilities in Braintree, including the Town Hall, the hospital, 
a recreation ground and a fountain. His obituary remembered 
him as ‘the most generous benefactor the town has had’.5 He also 
supported the construction of the County Hall in Chelmsford. The 
architect chosen for all these buildings was Emmanuel Vincent 
Harris, a successful designer of civic buildings in a modern Beaux-
Arts manner. In Braintree, Harris worked with William Courtauld’s 
younger brother John (see below), who had at the time had an 
architectural practice in Essex.6 Appointed to the honourable title 
of High Sherriff of Essex for the year 1921, William Courtauld was 
made 1st Baronet in 1939, in thanks for his services to the county. 
Although the title was hereditary, he had no children, so it was not 
passed on. 

Next in line was Sydney Renée Courtauld (1873–1962). From 1892 
to 1894 she studied at Newnham College, Cambridge (although she 
did not obtain a degree). She became a noted suffragist campaigner. 
In 1906 (the year of the General Election) she joined the Society for 
Women’s Suffrage and was Secretary of the North and East Essex 
branch of the National Union of Women’s Suffrage Societies in 1913. 
Through her connections to Newnham (a hub of feminist ideas) she 
joined the Women’s University Settlement, which sent university-
educated women to serve as social workers in the poorest areas 
of London. It was probably through a family connection that she 
came to be associated with an association to help women enter into 
agriculture, giving an interest-free loan of £4,000 to the Women’s 
Farm and Garden Association (WFGA) in 1919,7 and becoming a 
member of it in 1934.8 In the 1930s she also donated money to the 

In The Huguenot Family of Courtauld (1957–67), Samuel Courtauld’s 
brother Stephen gives the following summary of his family’s 
recent achievements: ‘four or five Courtaulds worked in the rayon 
companies, while there were further deviations into agriculture, 
sport and politics, and even excursions into the learned professions 
and into the worlds of art and exploration’.1

The description provides a good idea of the breadth of 
his brothers’ and sisters’, and even cousins’, interests and 
contributions.2 Missing from it is the philanthropy for which the 
Courtauld name became famous in the first half of the twentieth 
century. Samuel Courtauld and his siblings were supporters of 
causes that resonated with their sense of civic responsibility, 
reflecting and perhaps springing from their family’s Nonconformist 
and Huguenot background. This short essay provides an outline  
of their philanthropy, with each sibling treated individually. 

In 1931, the Courtauld Galleries opened at the Fitzwilliam 
Museum in Cambridge, ‘at the cost of three members of a family 
well known for their support of artistic projects’.3 The donation of 
about £100,000 was split between three siblings – William Julien, 
Sydney Renée and Stephen Lewis Courtauld, who had all studied  
at Cambridge – but since it was the youngest brother, Stephen,  
who took the lead in conversations with the Fitzwilliam, the  
project will be discussed in the context of his life. He was, after 
Samuel Courtauld, the most high-profile of the siblings, and his  
life merits a longer study because of the contributions he made as 
an architectural patron, collector (notably of British watercolours) 
and philanthropist. 

APPENDIX

COURTAULD PHILANTHROPY: A FAMILY AFFAIR

alexandra gerstein
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National Trust to purchase a piece of land in Hertfordshire to be 
made available to deprived urban families.9 

Renée Courtauld also acted in concert with her siblings. 
For example, with her sister and brother-in-law she invested in 
the purchase of a sailing ship to serve as a training vessel for 
disadvantaged young sailors, and, with her eldest and youngest 
brothers, made a substantial donation to the Fitzwilliam Museum 
(see below). She became a frequent visitor to the museum and 
in 1931 gave a collection of ancient Greek gold jewellery and a 
red-figured vase to its Antiquities department. A purchase fund 
established in her name enabled the museum to acquire Tintoretto’s 
Adoration of the Shepherds in 1932, ‘the most notable addition that 
has come to [the Department of Pictures and Drawings] for many 
years’.10 An early sixteenth-century Italian marriage-chest was 
purchased two years later to be displayed immediately underneath.11 
She did not marry and in her will left money to various associations 
relating to women’s education and animal welfare. A few years after 
the death of her brother Samuel, she wrote a short memoir sharing 
her early memories of him. This very personal text is reproduced in 
this volume (p. 337).

The next sibling was Samuel Courtauld (1876–1947), the subject 
of this catalogue. After him came his sister Catherine (1878–1972), 
whom he described as ‘absolutely without moral fear, the defender 
of everything oppressed, and ready to defy any convention’.12 She 
was also a suffragist, joining the Society for Women’s Suffrage 
in the same year as her sister, but was later affiliated with the 
more militant Suffrage Atelier, which fought for women’s suffrage 
by means of artistic propaganda. A trained artist, she designed 
posters and postcards for the Atelier, with titles such as ‘Waiting 
for A Living Wage’ (fig. 103) and ‘The Anti-Suffrage Ostrich’.13 In 
1912, on a three-month sailing trip to Australia in the company of 
her sister, Catherine Courtauld met and fell in love with the ship’s 
mate, Wilfrid Dowman. They married in 1920. That was the year in 
which, together with Renée, they purchased a sailing ship called 
the Lady of Avenel and set it up as a training vessel.14 This act of 
philanthropy was repeated again but on a far greater scale with 
the historic British clipper Cutty Sark two years later. Used as a 
Portuguese cargo ship at the time, it had been sent for repairs to 
Falmouth, where Dowman purchased it, restored it and gave it back 
its original name. Although the impetus was Dowman’s, it was a 
joint venture. The Dowmans had the ship restored and transformed 
it into a training vessel for the Royal Navy and Merchant Service. 

Catherine Dowman continued her patronage of the Cutty Sark 
after her husband’s death in 1936, offering the vessel to the Thames 
Nautical Training College together with an endowment for its 
upkeep. During the war she also provided the headquarters and  
a boat for the local Sea Scouts of Weymouth.15 

As sometimes happens in large families, the siblings closest in 
age form the strongest bonds. This was true for Samuel Courtauld: 
‘of my brothers and sisters I loved most the two who were next 
younger than myself’.16 The sister, Catherine, is mentioned above; 
the brother was Major John Sewell Courtauld (1880–1942), an 
architect and Conservative Member of Parliament. He enlisted in 
the First World War in 1914 and was awarded the Military Cross in 
1918. In addition to his architectural practice (which included the 
civic buildings of Braintree, mentioned above, and a house for his 
sisters in Buckinghamshire), he had interests in film studios and 
owned and bred racehorses. His passion was horseracing (although 
unfortunately none of his horses ever won a race). Having also 
studied at Cambridge, he was one of the brothers whom the director 
of the Fitzwilliam approached in support of his plans for a new wing 
in 1925. Nothing came of it, as the director recorded in his diary: 
‘he was very sympathetic, but he said that the claims on him were 
numerous’.17 John Sewell Courtauld’s daughter Jeanne inherited 
her uncle Stephen’s collection of Turner watercolours (see below), 
donating thirteen to The Courtauld Gallery in his memory in 1974. 

In 1919 also Stephen Courtauld met his future wife, Virginia 
Peirano (1885–1972), known as ‘Ginie’, also in Courmayeur. Ginie 
Peirano was born in Romania to a Hungarian mother and an 
Italian father, and had spent her youth in London.26 In 1910 she 
married Marchese Paolo Spinola di Luccoli, scion of one of the 
oldest aristocratic families of Genoa. When she met Stephen 
Courtauld she was still married and she and her husband were 
holidaying in the Alps.27 Ginie Peirano obtained a divorce in 1923, in 
the state of Fiume (now Croatia), and married Stephen Courtauld, 
also in Fiume, in the presence of the British Consul three months 
later.28 She was an unconventional figure in English society. Mollie 
Butler, Stephen Courtauld’s niece by marriage and a close friend 
of the couple, recalled that ‘we, the younger generation, were all 
rather frightened of Ginie, because, she was very beautiful … and 
extremely opinionated, and worldly, and we all thought she knew 
everything, and we were sort of, rather frightened’.29

Perhaps Ginie’s most conspicuous eccentricities were the snake 
tattoo on her ankle and the constant companionship of a pet lemur 
called Mah-Jongg, which Stephen Courtauld had bought for her 
from the pet department at Harrod’s as a wedding present. Her 
real passion was ice skating.30 Stephen Courtauld built the London 
Ice Club for her as a birthday present in 1927 (it closed in 1939) and 
Ginie was on the organising committee when the Club’s ice carnival 
raised funds for the National Council of Girls’ Clubs in 1930.31

In these years the couple lived at 47 Grosvenor Square in 
Mayfair. Stephen Courtauld commissioned Emmanuel Vincent 
Harris (the architect of Braintree’s public buildings) to build him 
a squash court and remodel part of the house. It was, however, 
most likely through Ginie’s connections that the couple employed 
an Italian society decorator called Pietro Malacrida to redesign 
the interiors. Malacrida also created a suite of boudoir rooms for 
Samuel Courtauld’s wife, Elizabeth, on the top floor of their home 
in Portman Square nearby.32 Comparing the two interiors, it is clear 
that Ginie and Stephen Courtauld fully embraced the theatricality 
of the Malacrida touch whereas Elizabeth’s decoration remained 
more restrained.33 In 1930 the couple’s luxurious new motor yacht, 
the Virginia (designed by Stephen Courtauld and his brother-in-law 
Captain Dowman), was launched in Scotland, and naturally they 
turned to Malacrida for the interiors.34 

Stephen Courtauld’s first major recorded act of philanthropy 
dates from these years. It was in response to a request from the 
director of the Fitzwilliam Museum, Sydney Cockerell, in 1926 to 

Unlike his brothers, Stephen Lewis Courtauld (1883–1967) did 
not enter business, politics or the professions. He studied natural 
science at Cambridge and would later become an accomplished 
botanist. His two other passions were sailing and climbing. Sailing 
across the world provided the opportunity for Stephen Courtauld 
to develop as a botanist, as he would regularly collect plant and 
flower cuttings which he sent to Kew Gardens and also cultivated 
in his own gardens. Climbing, it seems, opened the door to a love 
of British watercolours (discussed below). To those who knew him 
well, he was a kind and generous person who loved books and was 
steeped in learning.18 His obituary in The Alpine Journal describes 
him as ‘a first-class mountaineer with a heart full of compassion 
and gold’.19 

From 1914, he served in the Artists’ Rifles, the Worcestershire 
Regiment and the Machine Gun Corps, and, like his brother John, 
was awarded the Military Cross in 1918: ‘from 1914 to 1918 I was 
concerned with such hills only as Mont Kemmel and Aubers Ridge on 
the Western Front, but at length, in 1919, we could start again’.20 The 
‘we’ was his regular climbing partner, E.G. Oliver, and in that year 
the pair made a pioneering ascent of Mont Blanc.21 His account of it 
abounds in descriptions of the sights and sounds of the mountain, 
showing a sensibility attuned to the aesthetic experience of nature: 
‘for our delectation that year the little glacier had contrived the most 
fantastic ice-fall I ever saw: underneath the lip of its snowy upper 
bowl a huge blue cavern had been hollowed out, and from this 
plunged the vertical frozen cataract down to the middle reach’.22 

In the same year he acquired a watercolour by Joseph Mallord 
William Turner showing a view of Mont Blanc from above 
Courmayeur (see p. 340). From his description of it in a later 
inventory of his collections, one gets a sense of the immediacy of 
the scene for him: ‘in centre is the gap between Mont Chetif on left 
and Mont Saxe on right. Beyond is the Brenva Glacier and behind 
it the Peteret Ridge rises into the sunlight.  In right foreground is 
Courmayeur and below to the left the Dora flows between wooded 
banks.’23 He owned about fourteen Turner watercolours, several 
representing the Alps, and he purchased them between 1915/16 
and 1919 and then again between 1927 and about 1939. Most of his 
Turners he bought from the well-known London dealers Agnew’s.24 
He also acquired British watercolours by artists such as John Robert 
Cozens, Thomas Girtin and John Sell Cotman. It is impossible not 
to connect these acquisitions with his love of mountains; other 
collectors of the time had similar motivations. 25 
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fund a new £100,000 extension.35 After visits to Samuel and John 
Courtauld proved unfruitful, Cockerell approached Stephen. He 
was immediately enthusiastic, visited the museum the following 
week and thereupon promised £50,000 on behalf of himself and 
his sister Renée. Cockerell wrote in his diary: ‘everything points 
to the early beginnings of our next extension at the expense of 
S.L.C. or of his family’.36 As this was only half of the required 
amount, Cockerell wanted to approach additional family members 
but Stephen’s response was cautious: ‘you may certainly ask my 
brothers for the extra money, if you think there is a chance of 
success. My own impression is that it would be best to wait a bit 
before attacking them again.’37 In the end, Cockerell was successful 
with William Courtauld and he also managed to persuade Renée 
to raise her initial pledge.38 Upon hearing this, Stephen guaranteed 
the remainder and the £100,000 goal was met (the brothers each 
giving £37,000 and Renée Courtauld £26,000). The Fitzwilliam’s 
Courtauld Galleries were inaugurated in 1931.39 Stephen Courtauld 
was a regular visitor to the Museum and made frequent visits to see 
Cockerell, who considered him a friend and an ally. In 1927 he joined 
the Museum’s Syndicate, remaining on it until the end of 1934. 

An important early investor in the British film industry, Stephen 
also joined the board of Associated Talking Pictures in 1930, 
financing the company’s construction of Ealing Studios, which 
incorporated Britain’s first purpose-built sound stages, in 1931.40 
He remained the chairman of the Ealing Group for over two 
decades. Around the time of Elizabeth and Samuel Courtauld’s 
involvement, he and his wife lent their support to the Royal Opera 
House, of which he was also a Trustee.41 Through his second cousin 
Augustine Courtauld (known as ‘August’), he became involved in 
the expedition to investigate the possibility of an air route between 
Britain and Canada via the Arctic, known as the British Arctic Air 
Route Expedition of 1930–31. He was the Chairman of its committee 

and co-financier of the expedition.42 August Courtauld was the 
surveyor on the team and became famous for having survived being 
stranded in Greenland for months.

However, Stephen and Ginie Courtauld’s most striking 
achievement of these years was their transformation of a former 
royal palace on the outskirts of London from a medieval ruin into 
a lavish country house with Art Deco interiors and American-style 
amenities. In 1933, with their Grosvenor Square lease expiring, they 
were able to purchase the lease of Eltham Palace from the Crown, 
in exchange for repairing its Great Hall – significant historically and 
architecturally and the only part of the palace that was not a ruin. 
The rest of the building site was left to their discretion. It was one 
of the most conspicuous and audacious commissions of the period. 
They appointed a firm of young architects, Paget & Seely (a relative 
of one of the partners had been to Cambridge with Stephen), and 
for most of the interiors they went back to Malacrida, who also 
reinstated some of the more extravagant rooms from Grosvenor 
Square. Paul Paget would later reminisce, ‘it was a remarkable 
commission even for those days. The thing which sticks in my mind 
was that there were to be 14 bedrooms and 14 bathrooms.’43 They 
also engaged the services of the Swedish architect Rolf Engströmer 
to design a modernist entrance hall with a pierced concrete dome 
and commissioned several young British sculptors to decorate 
the building, as well as specialist craftsmen for the furniture and 
fittings. Country Life published a fully illustrated series of articles 
on Eltham in 1937, its critic Christopher Hussey giving polite praise 
to the ‘wise concentration on contemporary design in the new 
building’.44 The house was fitted with the most up-to-date services, 
including under-floor heating, synchronised clocks in the guest 
rooms, a loudspeaker system and a centralised vacuum cleaner.

Eltham’s sumptuous interiors were also the setting for Stephen 
Courtauld’s collections of Old Master paintings and decorative arts, 
as well as works by young British sculptors such as Charles Sergeant 
Jagger and Alfred Hardiman. Italian Renaissance paintings and 
maiolica were displayed in the Italian Drawing Room, while a small 
group of landscape paintings (by Turner and others) were shown in 
the Dining Room. They were in customised frames that harmonised 
with the decoration and were theatrically lit from the cornice, with 
further indirect lighting coming from a silvered ceiling. The library 
was reserved for the display of British watercolours, chief among 
them the collection of Turners (fig. 104 and see pp. 339–41). The 
display was conceived to protect the works from excessive light, 

Harare) and its first Chairman from 1952 to 1962, donating money 
and many of his own works of art to it. His ambition was clear: 
‘in all great countries of the world art galleries have their place in 
the cultural life of the community, and it is the firm belief of the 
Trustees that a National Art Gallery is essential to the progress of 
the people of this land’.48 In keeping with the family’s ethos, his 
impulse to support the arts in Zimbabwe was connected to a wider 
civic purpose, which, in the turbulent decades before independence, 
would have taken on a greater urgency. The Courtaulds were 
among the few Liberal establishment figures in the country and, 
as such, were the key patrons of the Capricorn Africa Society, an 
association that promoted better relations between the races. 
At their home near Mutare, which they named ‘La Rochelle’ (in 
reference to the Courtaulds’ Huguenot ancestry), Ginie Courtauld 
established a ‘Homecraft Club’, where she taught local women 
needlework, embroidery, cooking and domestic science and where 
they sold their arts and crafts.49 In addition to the National Gallery, 
Stephen Courtauld funded the Courtauld Theatre and Queen’s Hall 
in Mutare (1955 and 1957), the auditorium of the Zimbabwe College 
of Music in Harare (1962), the Kukwanisa Farm School in Nyanga 
(1964), the Rhodes Club in Mutare – the first multiracial club in the 
country (1961) – and many other buildings. When Ginie Courtauld 
left the country in 1970, she bequeathed ‘La Rochelle’ to the 
National Trust of Zimbabwe (formerly Rhodesian National Trust), 
according to her late husband’s wishes, with the stipulation that it 
was to be freely open to all, regardless of race. Stephen Courtauld’s 
obituary in The Times paid tribute to both Courtaulds for their 
shared ideals of equality: ‘his wife contributed fire and imagination 
to a joint partnership of well-doing, all of which was conceived in 
and dedicated to the multi-racial ideals they held in common, and 
whose later frustration brought them deep sadness’.50

and its design, according to Hussey, was entirely due to Eltham’s 
owner.45 This is not surprising given Stephen Courtauld’s scholarly 
approach to other areas of his collection (the maiolica, for instance) 
and the fact that he was already sensitive to the issue of light 
damage in relation to watercolours. As early as the 1910s, when he 
was purchasing watercolours from Agnew’s, he bought some of 
them with Agnew’s special system of built-in blinds.46 The library’s 
watercolours hung on mahogany-panelled walls, which were hidden 
behind a set of sliding mahogany panels. Hussey guessed that 
the inspiration may have been Sir John Soane’s famous system for 
displaying Hogarth’s Rake’s Progress series. However, the look of the 
Eltham Library, especially in the cruise-liner effect of its panelling, 
is quite different and it is probably not necessary to go so far back 
in time. More logical would be to connect it with recent museum 
practices such as those undertaken by the Fitzwilliam, where 
Cockerell was, in those years, specifically preoccupied with the 
display of works on paper and which Stephen would have known 
well, as a benefactor and Syndic.47

The Courtaulds remained at Eltham during most of the Second 
World War, retreating to the basement when bombs hit. When they 
left in 1944, they donated Eltham and its grounds to the nation. 
Stephen Courtauld asked R.A. Butler, his nephew by marriage, a 
frequent guest and, more significantly, the Education Minister at 
the time, to oversee its transfer to a suitable public use. It served as 
the Army School of Education for many years. 

The final phase of Stephen Courtauld’s life started in 1951, when 
he and Ginie moved to Zimbabwe (then Southern Rhodesia), 
bringing with them their substantial collections of art, books and 
botanical specimens. The architectural and cultural legacy he 
established in Zimbabwe was on a scale unmatched by anything 
he had done before. He was the lead force behind the creation of 
the Rhodes National Gallery (now National Gallery of Zimbabwe, 
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I don’t remember how soon he liked dancing. We all played hockey 
vigorously; Sam captained our team of ‘Courtaulds against the 
world’ in the Christmas holidays and made us all train and abstain 
from Christmas fare. 

I expect we looked dull to outsiders, but life to us was very full 
of things to do. There was a large playroom at the top of the house, 
with a great cabinet full of electrical and other apparatus that the 
boys worked, with real scientific interest, as well as a fireplace for 
making toffee, an acting wardrobe and toys and musical boxes; there 
was a dark-room for photography. Following our mother, we all 
had sketchbooks out on holidays. Sam sketched with a good deal of 
freedom. We had glorious holidays among the beauties of the Scotch 
seas; and later were encouraged to travel. There was musical interest 
too. Our father learnt the violin for love after he married, and there 
were practices, musical parties, and concerts. I think Sam was the 
only one who took up an instrument after school days, and for a 
while learnt the clarinet (serious music!). 

Though the children’s lives were a good deal regimented 
outwardly, their inner lives were left free and not interfered with. 

There was a distinct religious background in the home, 
unobtrusive but felt as important to the parents, though there 
were few observances beyond the Unitarian service at High Garrett 
Chapel, to which we were not compelled to go; and, when we were 
little, ‘Sunday reading’ in the evening with the parents, when hymns 
had to be chosen and learnt by heart and repeated. A strong sense of 
public duty was inherent in the family; to the end of their lives, our 
parents walked off to evening committees and so on, and the elder 
children when at home naturally fell into these sort of interests.  
But I don’t think they came much into Sam’s way then. The boys,  
of course, were mostly away at school.

Sam was a slow developer. He was extremely reserved as a 
boy, and very sensitive underneath. The schoolboy used to like 
sometimes to burst into an ‘argument’ of the sledge-hammer type; 
but when he outgrew that he grew more silent. It was not easy to 
know his real thoughts – coming in the middle of the family he was 
perhaps rather suppressed, and he got a good deal of teasing. I 
know now that he was of a deeply emotional nature, but absolutely 
bottled up by the habitual family reserve. At Rugby, he got his scope; 
he became head of his House, and took his responsibilities seriously 
and did very well; and he then began to expand and to grow up. 

November, 1951.

Our home was much like that of other comfortably-off country 
families in the latter half of the nineteenth century, with certain 
distinctive strains. One came from our non-conformity, being 
Unitarians by family inheritance and by conviction. Another was 
the artistic background from our mother’s side; a great-uncle there 
was Samuel Rogers, the collector and poet, and we were familiar 
with artistic treasures inherited from him – classical furniture in our 
grandmother’s house, some good pictures, Greek vases and busts, 
etc. Our own home was very mid-Victorian in taste and fittings, 
mixed with etchings and some modern English pictures our father 
bought, and line engravings of Old Masters. I don’t think these last 
influenced Sam consciously – there is a tale of his objecting to ‘all 
these brown old things’ in the National Gallery – but I expect they 
helped to give him a seeing eye. 

His independent taste was his own; and I remember my surprise 
at the very varied collection of photos he brought back from his first 
visit to Rome (?when) – late renaissance, primitive, classical, chosen 
just because he liked them. 

I don’t think he noticed furniture and its styles – none of us did 
then – till after his marriage. His independence of thought and views 
probably came from the other strain, the non-conformity, which 
set us a little apart from our country neighbours, so that we were 
conscious (a little proudly?) of being usually in a minority. I don’t 
know if Sam cherished the thought of his Huguenot ancestors,  
as I did. 

The family independence was shown in our youthful politics, with 
the example of tolerance in our parents. Father voted Unionist and 
sent blue voters to the poll in the wagonette; mother, a Radical, was 
allowed the pony chaise for the yellow voters. We children sported 
our different rosettes, boys, I think, mostly blue and girls yellow.  
But we did not take it very seriously. 

We had then a mid-Victorian upbringing with a strong Puritan 
tone. I remember Sam in later years inveighing against Puritanism. 
Probably as he grew up he felt the restrictions; no tennis on Sundays 
(until after he went to work, I remember), no smoking except in the 
billiard room; our father objected to us reading novels or playing 
waltzes on Sunday; punctuality insisted on. Children were to be seen 
and not heard, and were kept mostly to our own quarters, which 
delighted us, but helped to make us unsocial and inexpressive to 
our elders. We did not mix very happily with the neighbours and 
our pursuits were different. Sam did not ride when young, he did 
not shoot (there was a humanitarian family feeling against sport). 

LIFE AT BOCKING PLACE WHEN WE WERE YOUNG

sydney renée courtauld

A memoir by Samuel Courtauld’s sister from a manuscript in The Courtauld Gallery archives



338 339

J.M.W. TURNER WATERCOLOURS
IN THE COLLECTION OF STEPHEN COURTAULD

rachel sloan

The Courtauld Gallery is fortunate today to hold one of the 
most important public collections of Turner’s watercolours in the 
United Kingdom. Of the 30 works, more than a third – thirteen 
sheets in total – once belonged to Sir Stephen Courtauld, and 
were presented to the Gallery in his memory by his niece Jeanne 
in 1974 (ten of these are included in this exhibition). Taken as a 
group, these watercolours can be said to encapsulate the entire 
arc of Turner’s career, ranging as they do from early works such as 
Chepstow Castle, made when Turner was only eighteen and recently 
returned from his first tour of Wales, to two dramatic late sketches 
of billowing storm clouds over the Kentish coast at Margate, 
where the artist spent a significant part of his later years. However, 
watercolours of mountain scenery assume particular pride of place 
in the collection, a choice almost certainly guided by Sir Stephen’s 
passion for mountaineering. Purchased primarily from the leading 
London dealer Agnew’s between 1915–19 and 1927–39, the mountain 
watercolours include several depicting Mont Blanc, which he had 
climbed in 1919, as well as views of the celebrated waterfalls at 
Reichenbach and Schaffhausen in Switzerland. That Sir Stephen 
cherished his collection of Turners is made clear by their carefully 
conceived display in his study at Eltham Palace (fig. 104).

Widely considered the greatest British artist of all time, Joseph 
Mallord William Turner (1775–1851) is also regarded as a titan of 
the golden age of British watercolour. He worked in watercolour at 
every stage of his long and prolific career, and his engagement with 
the medium can fairly be said to reflect the overall trajectory of his 
artistic development. His watercolours evolved from the careful 
drawings of his youth, strongly informed by the older tradition of 
‘stained drawings’ (that is, drawings whose clearly drawn outlines 
were coloured in by delicate washes in a relatively restricted range 
of hues), to large, vibrantly coloured and meticulously detailed 
landscapes that could hold their own when exhibited alongside 
oil paintings and which were widely reproduced in engravings, to 
the boldly experimental sketches of his later years which largely 
abandoned the recording of topographical detail in favour of 
capturing subtle nuances of light, weather and atmosphere. 
Although he was prevented from travelling to the Continent earlier 
in his career by the Napoleonic Wars – he made his first trip abroad 
during the short-lived Peace of Amiens in 1802 – Turner became an 
inveterate European traveller after 1815. His regular trips to Italy, 
Germany, France and Switzerland, which he continued to undertake 
even at an advanced age, served as a vital source of inspiration for 
watercolours ranging from rapid plein-air sketches to ambitious 
works finished in the studio.

CHEPSTOW CASTLE (recto) 1793–94

Watercolour, 20.9 x 29.9 cm

 

MER DE GLACE, CHAMONIX, WITH BLAIR’S HUT 1802

Watercolour, 27.6 x 39.2 cm
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MONT BLANC, FROM ABOVE COURMAYEUR c. 1810

Watercolour, 28.2 x 39.8 cm

 

UPPER FALLS OF THE REICHENBACH 1802

Watercolour, 32 x 47.5 cm

CROOK OF LUNE, LOOKING TOWARDS HORNBY CASTLE c. 1816–18

Watercolour, 29.1 x 42.8 cm

 

DAWN AFTER THE WRECK 1841

Watercolour, 25.1 x 36.8 cm

 

COLCHESTER, ESSEX c. 1825–26

Watercolour, 28.7 x 40.7 cm

 

 

THE FALLS OF THE RHINE AT SCHAFFHAUSEN (recto) 1841

Watercolour, 23.3 x 29.6 cm

 

STORM ON MARGATE SANDS c. 1835–40

Watercolour, 22.5 x 29.5 cm

HEAPED THUNDERCLOUD OVER SEA AND LAND c. 1835–40

Watercolour, 22.5 x 29.1 cm
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