


Marc Chagall
BY ANDREW KAGAN

Chagall’s sprightly fiddler on the roof and his
romantic airborne lovers—affectionate icons
from the artist’s early days in a Russian vil
lage—have become some of the most familiar
and most loved figures in all of twentieth-cen-
tury art. This spirited addition to Abbeville’s
highly praised Modern Masters series—gener-
ously illustrated with images in all of the artist’s
diverse styles and media—skillfully recounts the
full story of Chagall’s long and adventurous
life. Particular attention is paid here to the mul-
tifaceted creations of his later years, when he

imaginatively explored the possibilities of

sculpture, gr.lphics. tapestry, and most bril-
liantly, stained glass.

When the young Chagall made the unorthodox
decision to become an artist, it caused a certain
amount of consternation within his Hasidic
family. He prevailed nonetheless, and his early
achievements soon attracted the first of his
many patrons, who eventually made it possible
for him to move on to France. Thoroughly en-
joying the freedoms of bohemian Paris and his
own precocious success, he quickly became part
of the avant-garde that was transforming mod-
ern art. Then, having returned home for a brief
visit, he was trapped in Russia by the onset of
World War [ and further detained by the Rev-
olution. Though by nature more a poet than a
politician, Chagall was unexpectedly elevated
to the lofty position of art commissar and just
as quickly overthrown. Not until eight years
had passed was he safely back in his beloved

>, where he remained the rest of his
ninety-seven years, except for a reluctant exile
in the United States during World War 1.

However tumultuous his life became, Chagall

remained almost unsinkably lighthearted, ex-

pressing an exuberant joy in living that infused

his art and makes this wide-ranging book such
delight to look at and to read.

(continued on back flap)
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1. Double Portrait with Wineglass, 1917
Oil on canvas, 91% ~ 53% n.

Musée National d'Art Moderne,

Centre Georges Pompidou, Paris

Introduction

Marc Chagall <was the poet of twentieth-century art. In an age
that placed primary emphasis on the “music” of visual art—the
content arising from the interaction of its formal elements—Cha-
gall appears to have clung to the ancient doctrine of ut pictura
poesis. This doctrine, essentially an extended analogy between
painting and poetry, held that a painting, like a poem, ought to
symbolize the experiences of life and the feelings they evoke. Cha-
gall had dreamed of being a poet in his youth and remained a
lover of poetry throughout his life. In his autobiography, My Life
(1922), itself a lyric prose poem, he spoke of his boyhood attempts
at verse:

Night and day I wrote verses. People spoke well of them. I thought: I'll be
a poet. . . .

As soon as | learned how to express myself in Russian, I began to write
poetry. As naturally as breathing.'

He began to write poetry again in the 1930s and continued to do
so until the end of his life.?

For the poet Chagall, the essential functions of a painting were
symbolic, not formal. To be sure, he subscribed to the twentieth-
century doctrine that a work of art, which is constructed of basic
forms and colors, must succeed first of all in visual terms. And
indeed, Chagall was a brilliant colorist, one of the greatest of this
century. But what matters finally in his art is the very personal
sensibility communicated, as in poetry, through the arrangement
of his particular forms and symbols. For Chagall the work of art
was more than anything else a means to record his sensations, his
memories, his moods, his feelings about his life. Late in life he
said, “Some have blamed me for putting poetry into my paintings.
It 1s true that one should expect other things from pictorial art.
But let someone show me one single great work that doesn’t have
its share of poetry!””?

Chagall’s art is a lyric of love—love of his native village and
his childhood, his parents, his two wives, love of nature and of
life itself. “Is it not true that painting and color are inspired by



love?” he wrote in 1973, at the age of eighty-five. “It is our duty
to color our own lives with shades of love and hope. . .. In art,
as in life, all is possible when conceived in love.”* He spoke also
of “that all-encompassing affection I have, in general, for all man-
kind.”® The objects of Chagall’s affection and fantasies—the
goats, chickens, and cows, the fiddlers on the rooftops of his native
village, his mother’s shop, his relatives and neighbors (all lovingly

recalled in My Life)—reappear throughout his work, from his
carliest efforts to those of his last years. Figures of tenderly en-
twined lovers enveloped in bouquets are another constant; Cha-
gall was still painting these passionate lovers in his late nineties,
just prior to his death in 1985.

Although Chagall suffered moments of melancholy, bereave-
ment, disappointment, displeasure, and anger, even hunger, pov-
erty, and the threat of persecution, his art only rarely speaks of
such experiences. The sustained hostilities, the despair, the depres-
sions to which so many famous artists have been prey were un-
known to him. A muted “poetry of tragedy” occasionally finds
its way into his work, but it does not prevail. He was not without
cynicism, nor without antagonism toward his critics and detrac-
tors; and he would, at times, vent an acidic sarcasm against artists
he disliked. But these occasional negatives notwithstanding, Cha-
gall’s spirit was devoted to rejoicing in life. His belief in himself
was unshakable. He passed through his trials with the blithe com-
posure of a sleepwalker, oblivious to perils narrowly avoided.
Whenever Chagall found himself in a crisis, there was always a

2. Chagall and his fiancée, Bella Rosenfeld,
c. 1910

3. Chagall and his wife, Valentine (Vava)
Chagall, Saint-Paul-de-Vence, France,
c. 1952



guardian angel to rescue him (these angels, too, find a place in his
iconography). In 1922, at the age of thirty-five, he declared, “All
days are fine!”® In his eighties he wrote, “The end of life is a
bouquet.””

Given the personal, often pastoral, character of Chagall’s work,
it is surprising to learn just how deeply he was involved in the life
and politics of his times. From the bohemia of Paris in the last
years of the Belle Epoque he returned to his native Russia, even-
tually becoming an academician and an art commissar, enmeshed
in the politics of the Russian Revolution. Although he was an
irrepressible optimist, Chagall was by no means oblivious or in-
sensitive to the troubles of humanity. Yet he was never distressed
by these matters to the point of despair. He was blessed with
limitless energy and self-confidence, with the resilience to survive
trials, and with a readiness to find fulfillment in his work and in
his love of those near to him.

The fruit of Chagall’s long life was a vast body of work in many
different media—paintings; graphic works (lithographs, etchings,
poster prints) beyond number; book illustrations; set designs for
theater and ballet; ceramics and sculpture in bronze, stone, and
marble; mosaics and tapestry designs; and, in the large-scale pub-
lic commissions of his later years, murals, ceilings, and stained-
glass windows. The finest examples of this prodigious output
placed Chagall among the masters of twentieth-century art. But
even in the least of his creations he managed to share some of his
extraordinary joy and faith with the many lovers of his art.
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4. My Fiancée in Black Gloves, 1909

Oil on canvas, 34% ~ 25% in.

Offentliche Kunstsammiung, Kunstmuseum
Basel, Basel, Switzerland

Vitebsk

Marc Chagall was born in Vitebsk on July 7, 1887. He was the
first of the nine children of Zahar and Feiga-Ita Chagal. Zahar, a
tall, shy, reserved man, worked for a herring merchant as a packer,
hauler, and sometime clerk. Feiga-Ita, more energetic and ambi-
tious than her husband, ran a small grocery shop and managed a
few rental properties. The family name was originally Segal, a
common name in that area, but Zahar had changed it to Chagal.
His eldest son later changed the name to the more French-sound-
ing Chagall, adding a second / and shifting the emphasis to the
second syllable.®

Vitebsk, located in northwestern Russia (Caucasian or White
Russia), was then within the so-called Pale of Jewish Settlement.
Jews were permitted to live freely in the towns there, as they were
not in, for example, Moscow and Saint Petersburg. At the time of
Chagall’s birth, the Jewish population of Vitebsk constituted
abour half of the total census of approximately fifty thousand. A
thriving port, Vitebsk had rail facilities, a growing industrial base,
and some impressive cathedrals and commercial structures. But it
was, on the whole, a provincial town. The majority of its dwell-
ings were rude timber structures. The goats, chickens, and cows
that would later fll Chagall’s paintings roamed through backyards
and along the unpaved streets. Chagall affectionately recalled that
his relatives and neighbors would climb the pitched roofs of the
low houses to view events in the town or simply to gaze at the
heavens. Those figures on rooftops were to play a prominent role
in his art.

Like most Jews in the Caucasus, the Chagalls were Hasidim.
That is, they were affiliated with the Jewish revivalist movement
founded in the eighteenth century by the rabbi-mystic Israel ben
Eliezer, known to his followers as the Ba’al Shem-Tov (Master of
the Good Name). The essence of Hasidic thought is that fervor
and joy are as important in the effort to attain communion with
God as study of the law of Moses. Thus there is a strongly anti-
rationalist current in the Hasidic faith, somewhat in contradiction
to the strict, legalistic tradition of Talmudic scholarship. The float-
ing, dreamy visions of Chagall’s art have a background in Hasidic
spirit, myth, and lore.
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Although the Chagall family devoutly observed Jewish ritual,
there was already among them, as among the town’s Jewish pop-
ulation in general, some opening to elements of Russian and West-
ern European culture. Thus while the family conversed in Yiddish
at home, the children spoke Russian with their friends on the
street. The young Chagall would even wander into churches to
gaze at the icons and stained glass. He received his elementary
education ar the cheder, the Jewish lower school. Bur after he had
been there for seven or eight years, his mother took advantage of
an opportunity to enroll him in the public upper school, where
lessons were taught in Russian.

A dreamy child, Chagall was not a good student, although he
excelled in geometry and drawing. He had taken violin and sing-
ing lessons but was really attracted only to drawing, and the vague
notion of becoming an artist began to occur to him. There was
little in his background to have dictated this choice of career,
although he later recalled his childish excitement over the illus-
trations (“the lines, the pictures”) in the Haggadah, the ritual
praver book used at the Passover festival.” Above all, he said, he
felt compelled to avoid the drabness and drudgery of his father’s
life. Although Chagall’s childhood was an extremely happy one,
one of his strongest impressions was that of his father’s melan-
choly and exhaustion. Even as a youth, Chagall knew that he
needed to find a more colorful path in life.

Upon completing his six years at the public school, Chagall
persuaded his mother to let him enroll at the studio-academy of
Jehuda Pen, the most eminent Jewish painter in Vitebsk. Feiga-Ita
was not at all sure about this decision and at first suggested that
her son consider becoming a clerk. For the child of a humble and
devout Jewish family to become an artist was by no means a
commonplace matter. Not only is there a strong anti-iconic tra-
dition in Judaism, but few careers seem less practical than that of
a painter. But Chagall, the first born, was his mother’s darling,
and she could not deny his desire. Her strong will and her son’s
budding talent prevailed in winning over her husband and other
relatives.

Chagall was about nineteen when he began his brief period
of study with Pen in 1906. Jehuda Pen had studied at the Saint
Petersburg Academy and had established himself in Vitebsk as a
painter of genre scenes and portraits in an academic manner. Al-
though Chagall recalled his first teacher with great affection, he
also recalled that, upon his entry into Pen’s studio and his first
encounter with this local master’s works, he had “already decided
that I'll never paint like that.””!” Chagall knew that, for himself,
“the essential thing is art, painting, a painting different from the
painting everyone else does.”!! He soon became notable among
Pen’s students as “‘the only one who painted with violet.”!?

Among the works Chagall produced during this period is a
watercolor entitled The Musicians, which shows the artist moving
toward a personal, even expressionist approach.!® There is no
attempt at convincing perspective or photographic depiction. The
treatment of light, space, and anatomy is very free, improvisatory,
with a deliberately crude, primitive quality that suggests Chagall’s



5. The Musicians, 1907
Watercolor on paper, 11 « 87 in.
Estate of the artist

- (Mﬂ*?l’

early quest for a poetic voice of his own, in opposition to the
traditional representational studies prescribed by his teacher.

One of the most important events of Chagall’s stay at Pen’s was
his meeting Victor Mckler, a fellow pupil who became his friend.
Mckler was the son of a wealthy merchant, and through him
Chagall entered a more enlightened and prosperous circle in Vi-
tebsk. Membership in this circle contributed to Chagall’s sense of
importance and self-confidence as well as to his awareness of cur-
rent developments in art. In the winter of 1906—7 Mekler per-
suaded Chagall to give up study at Pen’s, to leave Vitebsk, and to
explore the larger art world of Saint Petersburg. Although Chagall
was cager for this new experience, he probably needed the greater
worldliness and the daring of his new friend to help him make
the break.

13
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Chagall’s poverty made the move a series of difficult adventures.
While at Pen’s he had briefly worked as a photographer’s re-
toucher, a job he detested for its acts of falsification. But upon his
arrival in Saint Petersburg he was forced once more to resort to
this occupation, taking employment with a photographer to
whom he had been recommended by Pen. At first Chagall could
afford only the most miserable accommodations, being obliged to
share rooms and even beds with a variety of equally destitute
characters. He even was imprisoned for two weeks, following a
visit to Vitebsk, when he tried to re-enter Saint Petersburg without
the special pass required of Jews. He then attempted to become a
sign painter, in order to learn a trade that would insure him a
residence permit, but he failed the examination. Chagall recounted
these trials with humor and no sense of bitterness. Eventually he
was rescued from the worst of his financial distress by a series of
wealthy Jewish patrons—among them Baron David Ginsburg and
Max Vinaver, an enlightened politician and influential member of
a circle of Jewish liberals who sought to promote a renaissance of
Jewish culture.

In April 1907 Chagall’s talents were given some recognition
when the Imperial Society for the Protection of the Arts granted
him a fee remittance at the Saint Petersburg Academy. In Septem-
ber he received a one-year scholarship. Never one for academic
routine, Chagall did not complete that year, leaving the Academy
in July 1908. Far more important than what he had learned there
was the art he saw at the homes of his patrons and their friends.
At this time in Saint Petersburg there were impressive private col-
lections of avant-garde paintings from Paris. What clearly made
the greatest impression on Chagall were the works by Paul Gau-
guin and Vincent van Gogh.

Gauguin exerted a profound and enduring influence on the
young artist. Chagall later called this master “the only revolu-
tionary,” and in 1956 he painted Hormage to Gauguin (based on
Gauguin’s Te Rerioa), the only explicit homage to another painter
in Chagall’s entire oeuvre.'* Gauguin must have provided Chagall
with a signpost toward a new freedom of personal expression.
Chagall no doubt also responded strongly to Gauguin’s ability to
endow commonplace forms with a mystical aura. Equally impor-
tant was Gauguin’s authoritative insistence that a revitalization of
Western high art demanded recourse to other, far different cul-
tures and traditions.

In Chagall’s Young Girl on a Sofa, a portrait of his sister Mar-
iaska made on one of his frequent visits to Vitebsk, the influence
of Gauguin’s Tahitian period is unmistakable. The figure of the
seated young girl is tailored to the frame of the picture. The ar-
rangement of her crossed legs suggests the pose in several of Gau-
guin’s paintings of Tahitian women. Using the design of the up-
holstery fabric to help set up a rhythmic surface pattern, Chagall
flattened and compressed all the forms into the foreground. He
thereby created the type of flat surface design that Gauguin and
many of his contemporaries had taken as their main point of
inspiration from Japanese prints. Also from Gauguin is the rich,
bright, tropical color and the sense of mystery surrounding the

6. Paul Gauguin (1848-1903)
Self-Portrait, 1889

Oil on panel, 31%a x 20V in.

National Gallery of Art, Washington, D.C.;
Chester Dale Collection

7. Self-Portrait, 1908

Oil on canvas, 113 x 9%21in.
Musée National d'Art Moderne,
Centre Georges Pompidou, Paris

8. Young Girl on a Sofa (Mariaska), 1907
Qil on canvas, 292 x 362 in.
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agure. In a self-portrait dated 1908 Chagall appears to have iden-
tified himself with Gauguin almost literally, so strongly does this
work echo Gauguin’s haunting self-portraits of about 1890, with
Chagall’s stern visage portrayed in three-quarter view, the droop-
ing mustache accentuating the down-turned mouth. There is a
distinct suggestion that this is a mystic, a saint, or a visionary.

Chagall’s awareness of van Gogh is revealed in an important
painting of 1908 entitled The Dead Man, arguably the most im-
portant single painting of his student years. Here, perhaps for the
first time, Chagall had reached deep within his own experience to
attempt an image charged with emotion. Technically and struc-
turally, this work depends on townscapes by van Gogh, with their
irregularly distorted perspective, their flattened figures in deep,
open space, and their broad, empty skies. The unnatural greenish
vellow of Chagall’s sky and the contrasts of the greens and the
earth tones also seem to derive from van Gogh. But for the subject,
Chagall drew upon a moving experience from his own childhood,
as recounted in his autobiography: “*Suddenly one morning, well
before dawn, shouts rose from the street below our windows. By
the faint light from the night lamp, | managed to make out a
woman, alone, running through the deserted streets. She is waving
her arms, sobbing, imploring the inhabitants, still asleep, to come
and save her husband.” Later, he recalls, “the light from the yel-
low candles, the color of that face, barely dead . .. convince me
... thatit’s all over. ... The dead man, solemnly sad, is already
laid out on the floor, his face illuminated by six candles.”!’

Chagall also notes that this painting was most directly inspired
by a recent view of a deserted street that had struck him with a
strange feeling of desolation and impending tragedy. “How,” he
asked himself, “*could I paint a street, with psychic forms but
without literature? How could I compose a street as black as a
corpse but without symbolism?”'® His answer appears to have
been that he could not and that he was forced to use the symbols
of memory as well as the techniques of van Gogh to realize his
goal. Chagall’s evocative fiddler on the roof (who, half a century
later, was to become a folk hero of stage and screen) appears here
for perhaps the first time, as a poignant counterpoint to the dead
man. The composition is among the most complex of Chagall’s
carly efforts, with the order and repose of the forms on the left
offset by the agitation of those on the right, and with the diagonal
thrust of the woman helping to reinforce the mood of pathos and
intense emotion.'” He was assisted here too by van Gogh’s highly
expressionistic concepts of light and dark, so conditioned by tra-
ditional Dutch painting. In contrast to Gauguin, whose paintings,
like Japanese prints, generally seem to have no specific source of
illumination, van Gogh was almost obsessed with natural and
manmade light—sun, moon, stars, lamps, and candles.

Late in 1908 Chagall enrolled at the Svanseva School, which
one of his patrons had recommended because of the teaching of
Léon Bakst. Bakst was soon to become internationally famous as
the costume and set designer of Sergei Diaghilev’s Ballets Russes
in Paris. In Saint Petersburg he was already making a name for
himself as a flamboyant exponent of Art Nouveau modernism.

9. The Dead Man, 1908

Oil on canvas, 278 x 344 in.
Musée National d’Art Moderne,
Centre Georges Pompidou, Paris

10. Birth, 1910
Oil on canvas, 25% x 354 in.
Kunsthaus, Zurich
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Predictably, Chagall learned almost nothing in the way of style or
technique at the Svanseva School, but he was greatly encouraged
by Bakst in the exploration of modernism and in looking toward
Paris as its primary source. As his rather dandified 1909 self-
portrait makes clear, Chagall was also acquiring a little flamboy-
ance of his own, depicting himself in the manner of self-portraits
by Rembrandt or the Italian Mannerist Bronzino.

During this year Chagall frequently interrupted his work in
Saint Petersburg to return to Vitebsk. Through his friend Victor
Mekler he had met Thea Brachman, the daughter of a prosperous
physician. She was an educated, intelligent, artistic, and liberated
young woman with whom he shared rich conversation and plea-
surable companionship. But in the autumn of 1909 Chagall met
Thea’s friend Bella Rosenfeld, and his life was instantly trans-
formed: ““‘Her silence is mine. Her eyes, mine. I feel she has known
me always, my childhood, my present life, my future; as if she
were watching over me, divining my innermost being, though this
is the first time I have seen her. [ know this is she, my wife. Her
pale coloring, her eyes. How big and round and black they are.
They are my eyes, my soul. | knew that Thea was nothing to me,
a stranger. [ have entered a new house and cannot be parted from
.18

This was the beginning of a remarkable romance that was to
endure for over thirty-five years. One of Chagall’s earliest por-
traits of Bella, My Fiancée in Black Gloves, is also one of the best
known. Bella, the daughter of a very wealthy jeweler in Vitebsk,
had attended an exclusive private girls’ school in Moscow, where
she had taken Konstantin Stanislavsky’s courses in theatrical arts.
Here, in her slightly theatrical pose, Chagall portrays the spirit of
this woman as he would always see her—passionate, defiant,
intense.

Through 1909 and 1910 Chagall spent about half his time in
Vitebsk and half in Saint Petersburg, where he continued to attend
Bakst’s courses. During this period he experimented with a range
of styles, including caricatures and satiric, cartoonlike drawings.
After his first encounter with Bella, Chagall’s art underwent a
significant change. With growing confidence and determination he
began to develop a new, personal approach based on his own
heritage and background. The initial result was a series dealing
with aspects of Jewish ritual and family life, no doubt sanctioned
in part for him by Gauguin’s recourse to “exotic” cultures.

In Circumecision the stylistic debt, as well as the spiritual debt,
is again to Gauguin, in the linear surface patterns and flattened
figures compressed into the foreground. We are shown the mobhel
(the Jewish ritual circumciser), the infant boy, and the grandpar-
ents enacting the bris (the covenant of Moses), a central ceremony
of the Jewish religion. In the ink drawing Ritual Bath, Chagall
depicted in a cartoonlike style the mikveh, the communal bath of
purification attended monthly by orthodox Jewish women. In
Birth he presented a rather somber scene of pain and joy, illu-
mined by a lamplight recalling that in van Gogh’s early Potato
Eaters. Here, as in My Fiancée in Black Gloves, already appears




11.  Self-Portrait with Brushes, 1909
Oil on canvas, 222 » 1878 in.
Kunstsammiung Nordrhein-Westfalen,
Dusseldorf, West Germany

12. Circumcision, 1909
Oil on canvas, 29" « 263 In

13. Rwwual Bath, 1910

Pen and ink on paper, 8% ~ 9 n.

Israel Museum, Jerusalem; Gift of Mr. and
Mrs. Daniel Saidenberg, New York, to the
American-Israel Cultural Foundation

————————— o b

the undulating, softly rhythmic color chiaroscuro that was to be-
come so characteristic of Chagall’s mature painting style.

In the spring of 1910 Bakst left Saint Petersburg for Paris, to
take the position in Diaghilev’s ballet company that was to bring
him fame. Chagall, with his art rapidly approaching a first ma-
turation, also felt the need to visit the capital of art, and he asked
his mentor for a job as an assistant stage decorator. Bakst, finding
Chagall “clumsy”™ as a set decorator and knowing that his student
was too independent of spirit ever to be a mere assistant, turned
him down. Fortunately, Chagall’s patron Vinaver again came to
the rescue. In exchange for a single painting and a single drawing,
he offered Chagall a stipend that would enable him to spend al-
most four years in Paris. In August 1910 Chagall packed up all
of his works and supplies, boarded a train, and left Russia for the
first time.
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14. Homage to Apolhinaire, ¢.1912-13
O1l on canvas, 78 x 74Yain.

Stedelijk van Abbemuseum, Eindhoven,
The Netherlands

Paris

At the end of a four-day journey Chagall arrived in Paris. He later
described himself as “one driven on by Fate. . .. full of eagerness
to shine with this light of Paris.”!? Here he could breathe “‘the air
of freedom,” living in a place where art was as important as, if
not more important than, anything else—where living for art was
accepted and even admired, as it was not in Saint Petersburg and
certainly not in Vitebsk. It was here, in the years before World
War I, that he first developed the style we know as Chagall’s.

Chagall was greeted at the station by his friend Victor Mekler,
in whose hotel room he stayed for a few days. Mekler had come
to Paris the previous year to study art, or at least to live for a
while the life of an art student. (He returned to Russia a year
later.) Homesickness and a sense of being in an alien environment
temporarily afflicted Chagall, but he soon met other Russian art-
ists and critics who helped him through these inital difficulties.
One of his compatriots sublet him a two-room studio in Mont-
parnasse, the district that became renowned as an artists’ quarter,
and there Chagall began to work. He attended two art schools in
Montparnasse, La Grande Chaumicre and the Palette, where the
minor Cubists Henri Le Fauconnier and André Dunoyer de Se-
gonzac taught. Chagall learned little of immediate value in these
academies; his true schools were the Louvre, the Salons, and the
galleries. All around him were the finest canvases by van Gogh,
Gauguin, and the Impressionists, whose work he already knew,
and by Paul Cézanne, Henri Matisse, and the Fauves, who were
newer to him. The work of these more recent masters he termed
a “revolution of the eye.”?” Their innovations in the use of sub-
jective color and form gave him the keys to liberate his own highly
original sensibilities.

One of the first paintings Chagall executed in Paris was The
Sabbath, a continuation of the Jewish ritual series he had begun
in Russia. The figures are detached and remote, in the sleepy,
dreamlike atmosphere of a Sabbath evening. Like its predecessors
in the series, the painting derives in form and color principally
from van Gogh. The faces, though, recall not that artist but the
otherworldly visages found in Byzantine and Russian icons. This
tradition, so fundamental to Russian culture, was familiar to Cha-
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gall from his days in Saint Petersburg, and it remained an impor-

tant source for his art.2!

Through 1910 and early 1911 Chagall’s efforts continued to
depend on formal elements found in the art of van Gogh. The
Harvest recalls several sunlit depictions by van Gogh of a lone
peasant working in the fields, although the color seems influenced
by Chagall’s exposure to paintings by Henri Matisse, Pierre Bon-
nard, and perhaps André Derain. The Village Store harkens back
to the van Gogh-like composition of The Dead Man. The sign
on the store—a sign appearing repeatedly in Chagall’s work—
recalls the one on his mother’s store in Vitebsk. A new element is
the appearance, on the left side of the painting, of detached brush-

15. The Sabbath, 1910
Oil on canvas, 3538 x 373 in.
Museum Ludwig, Cologne, West Germany
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strokes that create a sense of the surface plane of the picture and
of space opening behind that plane. This technique derives, of
course, from Impressionist and Postimpressionist painting, but it
commonly appears also in the art of children. In The Studio, a
rendering of Chagall’s room in Montparnasse, there remains some
suggestion of van Gogh's interior scenes, but the forms, colors,
and spaces have become more freely distorted, more “‘subjective,”
in the manner of Fauvist and Expressionist painting.

The year 1911 was one of striving and exploration for Chagall,
a year also for assimilating crucial new sources. But it was not an
especially successful vear for his career. He attempted to exhibit
his work at the Paris Salon d’Automne, but it was rejected. He
submitted several paintings for an exhibition in Saint Petersburg,
but only one, The Dead Man, was accepted. Still, there were en-
couraging moments. In June 911 Chagall’s former teacher Bakst
visited him and praised his work, declaring “now your colors
sing.”"?? This favorable comment from a noted colorist helped to
sustain Chagall’s morale, for he was already conscious of the cen-
tral role that color was going to play in his art. The most impor-
tant occurrence of 1911 was Chagall’s opportunity that spring to
view, at the Salon des Indépendants, the work of Robert Delaunay
and Fernand Léger. These artists had come under the sway of the
Cubism recently invented by Pablo Picasso and Georges Braque,
but they rejected its sculptural gray and brown monochromy. The
two younger men sought instead to synthesize the rich color of
their own earlier Fauvist works with the structural innovations of
Cubism. This merging of intense color with the most radical Cub-
ist innovations in pictorial structure was a revelation for Chagall,
and the influence of this new coloristic Cubism began to appear
in his art during that year. In Still Life, for example, instead of
trying to construct a spatial composition with traditional per-
spective, Chagall attempted for the first ime to geometricize the
background space in order to integrate it with the picture plane
and with the represented objects in a coherent, unified pattern.

At the beginning of 1912 Chagall made a fateful move. Leaving
his rooms in Montparnasse, he relocated to outlying Vaugirard.
It was a district of slaughterhouses and meat packers, an environ-
ment not at all alien to Chagall, who as a boy had spent summers
visiting his maternal grandfather, a butcher in the town of Lyozno.
In Vaugirard he took up lodging in a curious habitation known
as La Ruche (The Beehive). This dodecagonal structure had served
as the rotunda of the wine pavilion at the 1900 world’s fair. An
enterprising sculptor had purchased it, relocated it, and trans-
formed it into studios for artists of humble means. Twelve studios
were arranged on two floors around a central staircase. Living
conditions were primitive, but circulating through this ramshackle
structure were numerous figures on the threshold of fame—Léger,
Amedeo Modigliani, Chaim Soutine, Ossip Zadkine, and Chagall,
among others. La Ruche was to become as legendary a landmark
in the second decade of the twentieth century as the Bateau Lavorr,
occupied by Picasso and Braque, had been in its first.

It was here that Chagall met the poets and critics who were to
be so crucial to his emergence from obscurity. Among these lit-
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16. The Harvest, 1910

Oil on canvas, 23% » 317& In.
Musée National d'Art Moderne,
Centre Georges Pompidou, Paris

17 The Village Store, 1911
Gouache on paper, 7% » 8% in
Private collection

18. The Studio, 1910

Oil on canvas, 23% » 28% in,
Musée National d'Art Moderne,
Cenltre Georges Pompidou, Paris
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erary figures were Blaise Cendrars, Riciotto Canudo, Guillaume
Apollinaire, and the Marxist Anaroly Lunacharsky. These writers
were powerfully and immediately drawn to Chagall’s highly poetic
umages, whether they understood them or not. Cendrars, for ex-
ample, included passages on Chagall in several of his poems from
this era. These writers provided Chagall with the public exposure,
the contacts, the moral support, and not least, the exchange of
ideas and information he needed to develop, in the next two years,
into an important member of the Paris art world.

Perhaps the most significant idea that Chagall acquired in this
milieu was the concept of simultaneity, which absorbed both Cen-
drars and Apollinaire. Simultaneity, as an aesthetic concept, de-
rived originally and principally from M. E. Chevreul’s treatise The
Law of Simultaneous Contrast of Colors (1839), a work that
intluenced many nineteenth-century French painters, most notably
Georges Seurat and the Neo-Impressionists. By 1912—13 Delau-
nay, Apollinaire, and the other artists and writers in their circle
had turned the idea of simultaneity into something of a movement,
affecting all the arts. Apollinaire gave to this movement the name
Orphism. It is important to note that in prewar Paris *‘simultane-
ity’’ was not merely an arcane password among intellectuals—it
had become, in fact, a vogue, a banner for modernism in art and
even in clothing, furniture, and automobiles.?

As interpreted by Cubists such as Picasso and Braque, simul-
taneity referred to the depiction of objects or figures as seen from
several points at the same time. In Chagall’s dazzling Temptation
(Adam and Eve), which was exhibited at the Salon des Indépen-
dants of 1913, he experimented with the Cubist idea of geome-
tricizing the human form into planes and synthesizing varied per-
spectives of those figures. But in this brilliant symphony of colors
Chagall was far more concerned with hue and saturation than
with form and line. In this delightful vision of paradise his colors
truly “sing.”

Robert Delaunay was only two vears older than Chagall. Like
Chagall, he was primarily a. colorist and not oriented toward
thinking in terms of solid objects and linear form. He was an
intimate friend of Cendrars and Apollinaire, who not only com-
municated his ideas to Chagall but also arranged a meeting of the
two artists. Chagall became a frequent guest at gatherings in the
home of Delaunay and his wife, Sonia, herself a simultanist-col-
orist painter of note and a principal instigator of simultaneity in
the world of fashion. Sonia also happened to be Russian, from
the area of Saint Petersburg, and this may have helped facilitate
communication between Chagall and her husband. Noted for his
daring, Robert Delaunay boldly redefined all visual reality as the
“rhythmic simultaneity” of light.>* He first realized this radical
idea in his Simultaneous Window series of 1912—13, a group of
paintings that exerted an enormous influence on artists through-
out the world. The fact that Delaunay’s art also had a direct
impact on Chagall is suggested by Chagall’s Paris through the
Window, a subtly humorous tribute to Delaunay.

Chagall’s Homage to Apollinaire is another homage to Delau-
nay as well as to Apollinaire, whom Chagall first met when the









20 Temptation (Adam and Evej, 1912
Oil on canvas, 63%e » 4474 1n

The Saint Louts Art Museum, Gift of
Morton D May

21. Raobert Delaunay (1885-1941})
Simuitaneous Windows on the City, 1912
O1l on canvas. 18% » 15%1n
Hamburger Kunsthalle, Hamburg.

West Germany

22. | and the Village, c 1912-13

QOil on canvas, 63% » 59% in
Coallection, The Museum of Modern Art,
New York, Mrs. Simon Guggenheim Fund
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poet visited his studio in La Ruche early in 1913. In this work
Chagall’s Cubist Adam and Eve have been reunited and trans-
formed within a new, painterly vision of paradise. At the lower
left of this breakthrough painting Chagall inscribed his own name
together with those of his literary ““muses™: Apollinaire, Cendrars,
and Canudo, an influential critic who was also editor of an avant-
garde periodical. Also named here is the noted Berlin picture
dealer Herwarth Walden, who was to play an equally important
role in Chagall’s rise to fame. Although Delaunay is not mentioned
by name, the clocklike color wheel that forms the background of
this painting is unmistakably derived from Delaunay’s revolution-
ary Circular Forms series—the proto-absolute paintings that he
introduced in 1912~13.

The dual figure superimposed on the color wheel in Homage to
Apollinaire evolved from a series of sketches titled Adarmn and Eve,
which Chagall executed in rgri~r12. These sketches have the
character of medieval illustrations of the Old Testament. The fig-
ures are shown at the moment of Eve’s creation, as she emerges
from Adam’s ribs. In this ancient exemplar of simultaneity, the
two figures are still united, an image with strong overtones of the
Hasidic idea of mystical union. The importance of this work for
Chagall’s development stems in large measure from the new treat-
ment of space, for here the integration of figure, background, and
picture plane is complete. There is no suggestion that these are
actual figures situated in an acrual world. The ability to conceive
a work of art in this radical manner placed Chagall, at the rela-
tively tender age of twenty-five, among the pioneers of twentieth-
century art. Moreover, the colors in Homage to Apollinaire have
already become Chagall’s own, indebted to no one. These are rich,
velvety colors, modulated in rhythms of light and dark, a hallmark
of Chagall’s mature painting style. The enigmatic, clocklike nu-
merals introduce metaphorically the idea of time, perhaps an
oblique reference to the concept of time as elaborated by Apolli-
naire, Henri Bergson, and other explicators of simultaneity.

It was not long after his Homage to Apollinaire that Chagall
went on to interpret the concept of aesthetic simultaneity in his
own highly original manner. And it was this interpretation as
much as anything else that yielded his characteristic personal style.
For Chagall, the simultaneity that came to matter most was not
that of vision but of imagination and memory. And so he began
to depict, in paintings ever less dependent on perception of the
real world, the diverse images floating in his conscious and sub-
conscious thoughts. In this dreamlike universe, all juxtapositions,
all transformations, all apparitions were possible. The space of
these paintings is neither the perspectival space of Chagall’s early
works, nor the Cubist space of Picasso, nor the Orphic space of
Delaunay. It is, in effect, the space of Chagall’s own dreams and
imagination, and a decade later it would exert a seminal influence
on the art of the Surrealists.

Among the earliest and most compelling of Chagall’s works in
his new style is I and the Village of 1911. This painting has the
same sort of circular, faceted organization as Homage to Apolli-
naire, but here it creates an aura of magical revery. Dream images




and areas of pure color are layered in a dense, mysterious po-
lyphony. Above floats the village of Vitebsk. At the left appears a
diaphanous. cow-goat, an image of rich associations for Chagall.
At the right is a Russian peasant wearing a nroujik cap and blouse
and a cross with beads around his neck. (In spite of the title, this
is not a self-portrait. The titles of this and several other paintings
of the period were supplied by the poet Cendrars.) The arc of the
peasant’s green cheek accords neatly with the circular form dom-
inating the center of the picture. In his fingers he holds a delicate
branch displaying buds, berries, and snowflakelike blooms, which
seems to vibrate with almost audible chimes.

Half-Past Three (The Poet), also titled by Cendrars, began as
a portrait study of a poet named Mazin, who also lived in La
Ruche. But, as Franz Meyer observes, ““Mazin is forgotten,” and
the figure assumes the dual character of the poet and of Chagall.
The two figures are ‘‘representatives of different aspects of the
same, artistic expression, which Chagall aspires to and realizes
visually in painting, but which also embraces poetry. Thus, The
Poet, though freed from all factuality, is no less Chagall himself—
Chagall in search of the ‘illogical, impossible aspect of our exist-
ence, the miracle, the other dimension.” ”?* Structurally, The Poet
is conceived as a dramatic rush of flat, diagonal color planes, with
wallpaperlike floral elements serving to compress the space, to
establish the picture plane, and to add notes of whimsy. There is
a suggestion of a late hour, the time Chagall favored for painting
at La Ruche. The poet appears to be imbibing liquid mspiration
from the bottle at right. His head, detached and inverted, recalls
that of dreamers and drunkards from other Chagall works of this
period. This poet appears to be writing from a palette of colors,
an intriguing conceit that points up the common goals of the two
arts (as conceived by Chagall) and echoes the experiments in “si-
multaneous” painting-poetry carried out jointly by Cendrars and
Sonia Delaunay during this period, such as the “‘simultaneous
book™ entitled La Prose du Transsibérien.

In Self-Portrait with Seven Fingers, Chagall demonstrates ex-
plicitly the simultaneity of his visions. Over his shoulder at the
upper left appears “Paris through the window,” as denoted by the
Hebrew characters spelling ““Paris.” Projected on the wall at the
upper right is a scene from Vitebsk, enshrouded in the mists of
memory and denoted by the Hebrew characters spelling “Russia.”
This is presumably what Chagall imagines as he works at the
painting of a Vitebsk peasant and goat set upon his eascl. The
composition, with its elongated yellow floorboards, looks back in
some respects to Chagall’s earlier efforts based on interior scenes
by van Gogh. However, the Self-Portrait with Seven Fingers is
much flatter, with the faceted figure of the painter pushed almost
entirely onto the foreground plane. His palette is a delectable and
dazzling array of colors and forms. Why does the pamter depict
himself with seven fingers? That is one of Chagall’s mysteries, the
sort he could never really explain, any more than he could explain
why his cows were green and floated through the air.?®

Self-Portrait with Seven Fingers was exhibited at the Salon des
Indépendants of 1914. In his review of that show Apollinaire
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24. Holiday, 1914

Oil on cardboard, 39% ~ 31'2n.
Kunstsammlung Nordrhein-Westfalen,
Disseldorf, West Germany

Return to Russia

On June 15 Chagall left Berlin on his journey home. Shortly after
his arrival in Vitebsk, the European war erupted, and travel across
borders was currailed. It became impossible for Chagall to go back
to Paris, and his three-month homecoming was transformed into
an eight-year stay. One can well imagine that his confinement in
his native town following the excitement, freedom, and celebrity
of his years in Paris was not pleasant. And, indeed, Chagall re-
ferred to Vitebsk at this time as “‘a strange town, an unhappy
town, a boring town.”?? His mood was reflected in small works
such as Clock, a haunting image that shows the artist gazing wist-
fully out a window while the clock from his family’s living room
(a clock made in Paris) marks the slow passage of time.

The ever-resilient Chagall soon overcame his initial disappoint-
ment, and he began to rediscover and record his roots in Vitebsk
in a series of fifty or so “documents.” These works are fairly
straightforward depictions of his family and scenes of village life,
drawn on cardboard and paper. Among them are Uncle’s Store in
Lyozno, recalling the village where Chagall had spent summers
during his boyhood, and David in Profile (The Mandolin Player),
a portrait of his younger brother. This process of documentation
began to merge with the advanced formal concepts of Chagall’s
last two years in Paris. The result was a series of images of elderly
Jews, character types such as peddlers and beggars from his neigh-
borhood in Vitebsk, rendered in an amalgam of Fauvist and Cub-
ist styles. The circular, faceted structure of Jew in Bright Red,
with its vigorous, almost electric linear patterns, recalls the or-
ganization of I and the Village.

The most important of these images of local characters is un-
questionably The Praying Jew (subtitled The Rabbi of Vitebsk).
In My Life, Chagall recalls the silent, sullen beggar who posed for
this portrait. Chagall asked him to come in, saying “You’ll have
a rest. I'll give you twenty kopecks. Just put on my father’s prayer
clothes and sit down.”*” Thus he painted this beggar, wearing
Zahar Chagall’s tallis (prayer shawl) and tefillin (phylacteries), in
the guise of a rabbi at prayer. The result is as powerful a work as
Chagall ever created. The composition is dominated by the stark
contrasts of black and white, which are moderated by the warm
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tlesh tones, the touches of red, and the play of subtle pastel hues
blended into the lighter areas at the upper left and lower right.
The fringed edge of the tallis is rendered as a jagged serration,
which accentuates the forceful interaction between the black
stripes of the tallis—here transformed into violent gashes—and
the black leather arm bindings of the tefillin.

The series of works showing Jews at prayer includes Holiday
(also known as Festival), which sets a figure in dark tones against
a very plain background, in a scene meant to suggest the harvest
festival of Succos (Feast of Tabernacles). The Jew, draped in his
tallis, is shown holding the lulav (palm frond) and esrog (citron),
ancient symbols of agricultural fertility; he appears ready to enter
a tabernacle, or perhaps a synagogue.’' Above his head stands
another draped figure, perhaps meant to suggest the worshiper’s
pious remembrance of his father and other ancestors. Among Cha-
gall’s other series from this diverse period is a group of works
depicting acrobats, clowns, harlequins, and other circus figures,
subjects long popular with Parisian street painters and well known

25 Clock, c. 1914
Oil on cardboard, 1878 x 148 in.
Tretiakov Gallery, Moscow

26. David in Profile (The Mandolin
Player), 1914

Oil on paper, mounted on cardboard,
1958 x 14% in

The Art Museum of the Ateneum,
Helsinki, Finland

27. The Praying Jew (The Rabbi of
Vitebsk), 1914

Oil on canvas, 46 < 35 in.

The Art Institute of Chicago;

The Joseph Winterbotham Collection
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in the early work of Picasso. For Chagall, circus figures, like the
elderly Jews of his neighborhood, represented the poetry of
“beings with a tragic humanity. For me, they are like the figures
in certain religious pictures.”?

The year 1914 was a remarkably eventful one in Chagall’s life,
and a year of astonishing creative variety. The next year was also
to be very significant to him, but for different reasons. In March
1915 he received the first major recognition of his stature in Russia
when he was invited to show twenty-five works in an exhibition,
The Year 1915, held at the Mikhailova Art Salon in Moscow. His
submissions, which included The Praying Jew, attracted favorable
critical attention, and major Russian collectors began to acquire
his work. More important still, Chagall now found his renewed
love for Bella deepening and maturing. This love became and
remained a leitmotiv of his art, an inexhaustible source of ro-
mantic wonder for him, and he celebrated it in countless paintings.
On July 25 the pair were married at the home of her parents.

It was also during 1915 that Chagall established an important
new métier—the medium of ink on paper, basic black and white.

28. Acrobat, 1914

Oil on brown paper, mounted on canvas,
163 x 13in.

Albright-Knox Art Gallery, Buffalo;

Room of Contemporary Art Fund, 1941

29. Strollers, ¢. 1915
Ink on paper, 8% x 6% in
Tretiakov Gallery, Moscow



It is the elemental contrast of black and white that gives such
expressive force to the oil painting The Praying Jew. Now Chagall
began to translate that force into the simpler vehicles of graphic
art. Was Chagall led to this new medium by the expense and
difficulty of obtaining good paints under wartime conditions, as
he had been led to the use of cardboard and paper rather than
canvas? Whatever the reason, he found that he possessed a pow-
erful sense of graphic composition and a natural gift for illustra-
tion. Between 1915 and the early 1920s strikingly original,
diverse, and experimental creations poured forth from Chagall’s
pens and ink brushes. Although these works initially took the form
of drawings, they were to provide the basis for Chagall’s notable
later career as printmaker and book illustrator. Indeed, many of
the early drawings, such as Strollers, have the character of German
Expressionist woodcuts. Other drawings, such as those executed
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in 1916 as illustrations for tales by the poet-fabulist Der Nister,
have an innovative, at times whimsical quality that seems to reflect
Chagall’s exposure to illustrations in medieval Haggadabs.

With the expiration of his military deferment, Chagall faced the
problem of war duty. Turned down in his request to be a cam-
ouflage painter, he once again found a guardian angel; this time
it was his wife’s brother, an attorney who directed the War Econ-
omy Bureau in Petrograd (as Saint Petersburg had recently been
renamed). A sinecure office position was found for Chagall, who
spent most of his time jotting notes toward an autobiography and
getting to know critics, writers, poets, political thinkers, and other
artists—acquaintances who were soon to serve him well.

The spring of 1916 saw the birth of Chagall’s daughter, Ida.
During the summer of 1917 Chagall rented for his new family a
cottage in the countryside near Vitebsk, and then they spent some
months in their hometown. From this period emerged a series of
paintings of Vitebsk and its surroundings that rank among Cha-
gall’s finest landscapes. Included in this series are The Blue House
and Cemetery Gate. A major work in a fragmented Orphic Cubist
style, Cemetery Gate is an evocative painting of remembrance and
the romantic suggestion of decay and rebirth. The explosion of
the blue planes of the sky suggests the upward thrust of resurrec-
tion, a concept echoed in the biblical texts inscribed in Hebrew
on the gate piers, which prophesy the rebirth of the departed.
This vision of death and rebirth seems apt for the year 1917, for
it was then that the ancient dynasty of the Romanoff czars col-
lapsed in Russia. Following the brief tenure of the Social Demo-
cratic party under Aleksandr Kerensky came the revolution of
Lenin and the Bolsheviks, and the birth of what was to become
the USSR.

For Chagall personally, the Revolution led to events that, given
his prior experience, were quite astonishing. It might be said that
revolutions are created by dreamers, but successful revolutionaries
must also, obviously, be committed to practical action. For his
whole life Chagall had been a dreamer, an artist-bohemian utterly
detached from the politics and commerce of daily life. But now
the vision of a new order, a socialist utopia that seemed at the
outset to promise full enfranchisement for the Jews and full sup-
port for progressive movements in art, galvanized this private,
poetic muser into an almost manic state of public activism. In
August 1918, less than a full year after the Revolution, Anatoly
Lunacharsky, who had befriended Chagall in Paris and was now
People’s Commissar for Education and Culture, approved a
project by Chagall to establish an academy of art in Vitebsk.
Other friendships he had formed during his time in Petrograd now
provided an additional base of political support, and on Septem-
ber 12 Chagall was appointed Commissar for Art in the reor-
ganized government of his hometown.

In his new post Chagall promptly undertook an ambitious pro-
gram of exhibitions and large-scale public art projects, as well as
the founding of his academy and a museum. He seized the na-
tionwide celebration of the first anniversary of the Revolution on
November 6, 1918, as an occasion to decorate the entire town of



Vitebsk with hundreds of banners and flags. A legion of artists
was enlisted to carry out this task under his direction, and, not
surprisingly, the overall flavor of the imagery was very much a la
Chagall.

Chagall’s energies during the latter part of 1918 and most of
1919 were largely directed toward the political battles necessary
to obtain funding and governmental support for his academy and
other visionary projects. His polemics, his battles with local pol-
iticians, his publicity campaigns, and his shuttling back and forth
to Petrograd and Moscow to enlist and maintain support are al-
most humorous, suggestive of comic operetta. But on January 28,
1919, the Vitebsk Academy officially opened under Chagall’s di-
rection. During the brief existence of this institution, its faculty
was to include El Lissitzky and Kasimir Malevich, two of the
leading figures within the Russian avant-garde.

Chagall’s second triumph of 1919 came at the First National
Exhibition of Revolutionary Art, held in Petrograd from April to
July. Hundreds of artists were represented, but Chagall was
granted pride of place, with two rooms all to himself. A dozen of
the works he showed were purchased by the government and so
entered the national collections of the Soviet Union. Chagall’s art
from 1917—19 displays, for the first time, a willingness to exper-
iment with the radically flat, simplified geometry of Russian Con-
structivism. Early in the second decade of the century Malevich,
along with Mikhail Larionov and Natalya Goncharova, had
formed a group they named the Jack of Diamonds. These artists
were at the very forefront of European modernism. Indeed, Mal-
evich’s Suprematist paintings of 1913—consisting, in some in-
stances, of nothing more than a white or black square on a white
background—were as dramatically innovative as anything being
created in Paris, and his works laid the foundation for the Con-
structivist movement in Russia, which was later developed by Vla-
dimir Tatlin, Aleksandr Rodchenko, Aleksandr Archipenko, and
others. During the first years of the new Soviet regime, Construc-
tivism was ascendant as the prevailing medium for public art and
propaganda. Its practitioners were officially in favor, and they
were the main beneficiaries of the government’s patronage and
COMIMISSIONS.

In paintings such as Composition with Goat, Chagall, and Pro- 229

file at the Window, Chagall explored the flat, simplified geometries 33

of Suprematism and Constructivism. But, inevitably, his whimsical
figures enter the pictures, lightening the purist tone of these mod-
ernist doctrines and supplying his characteristic touches of humor.
These paintings also display Chagall’s new graphic sensibility,
which he had already begun to apply in his public art projects,
such as banners and murals. [t shows as well his corollary interest
in Hebrew and Cyrillic calligraphy, whose formal concepts he had
begun to use in his book illustrations and other graphic work, at
times rendering human and animal figures almost as if they were
letters of the alphabet.

At the same time Chagall continued to work in several other

veins, even continuing his portrait drawings. Cubist Landscape, 2

a major work of this era (dated 1918, but according to Meyer
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33. Profile at the Window, 1919
Qil on cardboard, 858 x 62 in.
Musée National d'Art Moderne,
Centre Georges Pompidou, Paris

34. Cubist Landscape, 1918
Qil on canvas, 3938 x 23z in.
Musée National d'Art Moderne,
Centre Georges Pompidou, Paris



exccuted in 1919), 15 in the Synthetic Cubist style invented a few
years earlier by Picasso and Braque. Chagall even introduces, after
the French manner, a section of fake wood painted in the lower
center. At the left 1s a passage in which Chagall was plaving word
games with his own name, as he trequently did, transliterating it
into Hebrew, Cyrillic, and Latin characters. Near the center of the
painting is depicted the white house (confiscated from a banker)
that served as the Vitebsk Academy.

By the middle of 1919 Chagall’s experience as commissar and
academician had already begun to go sour. Within his own acad-
emy, factions around Malevich and Lissitzky began to agitate
against the dominance of Chagall’s art, with 1ts fantastic, whim-
sical visions. At the same time, an antimodernist sentiment was
growing in the Communist party, favoring a more explicitly illus-
trative, more blatantly propagandistic form of art—which would
come to be known as social realism. Confronted with confhcts on
all sides, Chagall resigned his commissariat by mid-1919, and
carly that autumn he abdicated the directorship of the academy
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he had founded. A ““counter-revolt” by his supporters at the Acad-
emy reinstated him, but his return was short-lived. Like many
modernist artists, Chagall seems to have mistakenly envisioned
the Communist revolution as a victory for individual freedom and
conscience. But most of those optimists were to discover, to their
dismay, that the realities of collectivism were something very dif-
ferent. Chagall had rather naively imagined that his idiosyncratic
style of art could provide emblems for the new socialist utopia.
His illusions were quickly shattered. By 1920 Chagall’s meteoric
carcer as public official, political activist, and academician had
come to an end.

In May 1920 Chagall, along with his wife and daughter, left
Vitebsk and took up residence in Moscow. This marked the be-
ginning of another period of great hardship. Chagall had fallen
from official favor, and the 1919 state acquisitions of his work
were to be the last. He was reduced to severe poverty at a time
of general impoverishment in Russia. The Chagall family lived in
a single unheated room, and they were forced to scavenge for
food. Still, Chagall’s cheerful spirit appears to have been little
affected. In 1921 the former art commissar was given a new post
by the government, as art teacher in a colony of war orphans in
the Moscow countryside. His dignity was little impaired by the
reduction in circumstances, and he came to enjoy his new position,
developing great affection for his students.

Chagall’s stay in the Moscow area from 1920 to 1922 also
marked the inception of a third major area in his career, alongside
painting and illustration—that of theater set design. He found
support for this direction from Bella, who had studied drama
during her school years and retained an active interest in theater.
In mid-1919, while still in Vitebsk, Chagall was asked by the
director of the Moscow Theater of the Revolutionary Satire to
design costumes and scenery for a production of The Inspector
General, by the renowned Russian satirist Nikolai Gogol. Cha-
gall’s sketches display his interest at that moment in synthesizing
Constructivist geometries with his personal iconography and fan-

35. Costume Sketch for Sholem Aleichem's
“The Miniatures”

Pencil and crayon with gouache on paper,
1078 x 778 in.

Estate of the artist

36. Costume Sketch for Sholem Aleichem's
“The Miniatures"

Watercolor on paper, 11 x 7%2in.

Estate of the artist

37. Costume Sketch for Sholem Aleichem'’s
“The Miniatures”

Pencil and gouache on paper, 11 x 7'2in.
Estate of the artist

38. Costume Sketch for Sholem Aleichem's
""The Miniatures”

Pencil, ink, and watercolor on paper, 11 x
72 in.

Estate of the artist

39. Set Design for Sholem Aleichem’s
“The Agents,” 1919

Pencil and watercolor on paper,

978 x 1338in.

Estate of the artist

40. Set for Sholem Aleichem's
“The Agents,” 1919




tasy. That theatrical project was never realized, but in 1920 Cha-
gall was commissioned by the Kamerny Theater in Moscow to
prepare sets and costumes for a short play based on Sholem
Aleichem’s story “The Agents.” Totally sympathetic with this Yid-
dish writer’s vision of a tragicomic, slightly farcical world of Ha-
sidic Jewish culture, Chagall immersed himself in every aspect of
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the production, even overseeing the actors’ makeup. At times he
almost usurped the roles of the director and the producer, which
inevitably resulted in conflicts. However, early in 1921 the play
opened to great success. Chagall’s interpretations of Jewish types
and mannerisms were recognized as one of the prime influences
on the style of this company when it later began to tour the world.

Also in 1921 Chagall produced costume and set sketches for a
Stanislavsky Theater production of J. M. Synge’s Playboy of the
Western World, but these were rejected because of their lack of
“naturalism.” The most important of Chagall’s early works con-
nected with the theater were the immense murals he created for
permanent installation in the Kamerny auditorium. The canvas
for Introduction to the Jewish Theater was approximately nine
by twentv-six feet, Chagall’s largest painting up to that time. This
dramatic work is not only a summation of various aspects of
Jewish theatrical culture but also a kind of summation of Cha-
gall’s art. Hanging opposite this canvas in the auditorium were
four individual panels representing Jewish music, dance, theater,
and literature. In the allegory of music, a theme Chagall repeated
in the animated The Green Violinist, appears once again his fid-
dler on the roof, that stock character preserved from the world of
the shtetl by Chagall and Sholem Aleichem.




41. Introduction to the Jewish Theater,
1920-21

Oil on canvas, 9 ft. 3'%2in. x 25ft. 11in.
Tretiakov Gallery, Moscow

In 1922, his final year in Russia, Chagall created another sum-
mary of his life and career, this time in the form of a literary
testament—the autobiography he later published under the title
My Life. By this time Chagall had foreseen his departure from
Russia, or at least his attempt to depart. Disillusioned by the
course of events in Soviet soclety, even the irrepressible Chagall
walked the streets of Moscow *“‘in despair.”’** He had started a
memoir of his childhood in 1911; and additional notes had ac-
cumulated during his tenure at the War Economy Bureau. Now
he began in earnest to recount his story and to conceive a suite of
images to illustrate it.

In 1922, as now, it was no simple matter to emigrate from the
Soviet Union. But, as always, Chagall had guardian angels stand-
ing by. In the summer of that vear Lunacharsky obtained a pass-
port for Chagall to leave, and it was arranged for Bella and Ida
to follow a few months later. A loyal patron named Kagan-Shab-
shay, who had been collecting Chagall’s art since the artist’s return
to Russia in 1914, provided funds for the journey. Taking a sub-
stantial cargo of pictures and the nine notebooks that held the
manuscript of his autobiography, Chagall traveled to the border
city of Kaunas. From there he left his native country for a second
time, not to return for more than half a century.
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42. Equestnienne (Zirkus), 1927
Oil on canvas, 3998 » 317 in.
Narodni Galerie, Prague

Berlin to Paris

Chagall reached his first destination, Berlin, to find himself some-
thing of a celebrity. Berlin was then at the very height of the
postwar libertinism and decadence in which all the arts thrived
so brilliantly, and Chagall became one of its stars. After his fall
from grace in Russia, this prominence must have been a welcome
source of gratification. Unfortunately, this was also a period of
catastrophic inflation in Germany, which seriously diminished the
triumph of Chagall’s return. Herwarth Walden, Chagall’s dealer
in Berlin, had had no contact with the artist since 1914, and
rumors had circulated that Chagall had died in the war or the
Revolution. Walden had nonetheless continued to exhibit and sell
the works Chagall had consigned to him, depositing the revenues
in escrow with an attorney. That sum was now paid to Chagall,
but inflation had rendered it worthless. Furthermore, because
Walden felt obliged to maintain the confidence and anonymity of
his clients, he refused to reveal to the artist the identity of many
of the purchasers of his works. Chagall felt as though he had been
robbed of his own history and work, and he instituted a lawsuit
against Walden. The issue was not settled until 1926, when some
of the works were returned to him.

A happier event of Chagall’s stay in Berlin was the proposal
from the dealer and art historian Paul Cassirer to publish the
artst’s autobiography, to be illustrated with a suite of rwenty
etchings and drypoint engravings. As it turned out, translation
difficulties prevented publication of the text, which did not appear
in print until 1931, in a French edition titled Ma Vie. However,
Cassirer did publish the suite of engravings by themselves, and
this opened up yet another fertile new ficld—printmaking—in
Chagall’s career. While in Berlin, Chagall also began to make
lithographs, inaugurating his role as one of the most prolific print-
makers of this century.

Chagall and his family remained in Berlin untl August 1923,
when he obtained a visa to emigrate to France. On September 1
he arrived again in Paris. It has been written of Chagall’s return
that ““the French miracle was repeated,” that Chagall rediscovered
“the spiritual air of freedom in which the artist’s personality is
heightened.™** Whatever the truth of this assertion, Chagall’s en-
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suing fifteen vears in France formed the happiest, most peaceful
period of an exceptionally happy life. He later declared that he
had returned to France because he felt it to be his “‘real home-
land.”> At first the Chagalls found lodging in a strange medical
clinic where empty rooms were rented out to poor artists. Soon,
however, they found a cozy studio on the avenue d’Orléans, which
they fitted out with pleasant exotica.

. Ironically, Chagall’s arrival in Paris was marred by an unpleas-
ant discovery similar to that which had greeted his arrival in Ber-
lin. When he had left his studio in La Ruche in 1914, expecting
to return shortly, he had padlocked and wired his door in order
to guard his paintings and materials. Shortly after his return to
Paris nine years later, he went to La Ruche, rather naively ex-
pecting to find his studio intact. What he found instead was an-
other artist occupying the space, and all his possessions gone. It
turned out that his works and supplies had been sold off, item by
item, by his friends and acquaintances, who never expected to see
him again.

Chagall was anguished but not paralyzed by this double loss.
In the yvears 1923—26 he embarked on a remarkable program of
recreating the lost works of his breakthrough vears in Paris. He
wanted to fill the disturbing void in his oeuvre and life, but there
may also have been an element of revenge in his actions, for col-
lectors who had acquired his works under somewhat questionable
circumstances were now dismayed to see “authentic replicas™ of
their paintings, such as I and the Village and The Reading , ap-




43. Marc, Bella, and Ida Chagall in

Chagall's studio on the avenue d'Orléans,

Paris, c. 1923

44. | and the Village, 1924
Oil on canvas, 21%s » 18%a in.

Philadelphia Museum of Art; Given by Mr.

and Mrs. Rodolphe M. de Schauensee

pearing 1n the art market. This Paris “miracle” thus began not
with the birth of a new style but with a repetition of an old one
and with the reaffirmation of an established aesthetic identity. In
a sense, Chagall continued to recreate those works to the end of
his life, for the basic iconography and structures of his art were
to change very little from this time forward. Although he contin-
ued to explore new media, his ocuvre was, for the most part, a
long series of variations on his existing repertory of images.

This was a period of unrivaled happiness and contentment for
Chagall. He and Bella were able to discover the joys of traveling
throughout France, where the artist fell in love with the varied
landscapes and the distinctive effects of light. These journeys
yielded works with a brilliant new illumination and an unprece-
dented airiness, as in Ida at the Window and The Window on the
Island of Bréhat. There also appeared paintings of intense color
and lyric forms, such as Lovers with Flowers, which express the
rencwed spirit of romance and youthfulness that he and Bella
found in their pleasant new circumstances.

Chagall’s return to Paris coincided with the emergence of the
Surrealist movement in art and literature, led by the poet André
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45. The Reading, 1923-26

Oil on canvas, 467 x 35% in.

Offentliche Kunstsammlung, Kunstmuseum
Basel, Basel, Switzerland

46. Ida at the Window, 1924
Oil on canvas, 41% x 29%in
Stedelijk Museum, Amsterdam

47. The Window on the Island of Bréhat,
1924
Oil on canvas, 39 » 30% in.

48. Lovers with Flowers, 1927

Oil on canvas, 39" x 35 in.

Israel Museum, Jerusalem; Gift of Baron
Edaiond de Rothschild, Paris
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Breton. The Surrealists heralded Chagall as a prophetic synthe-
sizer of poem and image and a pioneering explorer of the anti-
rational realms of dream, fantasy, and imagination. Chagall was
flattered by this lionization and initially subscribed to the Surre-
alist program. However, he quickly broke with that movement,
repudiating its doctrines as excessively literary and antithetical to
art as he understood it.

A far more productive encounter was with the famous art dealer
Ambroise Vollard. Chagall recalled having been intimidated dur-
ing his prewar vears in Paris by this powerful dealer in Impres-
sionist, Fauvist, and Cubist paintings. But now it was Vollard who
approached Chagall with a proposal. Vollard had earned an im-
portant secondary reputation as a publisher of limited-edition
books elegantly illustrated by famous artists such as Picasso and
Matisse. Contacting Chagall through the poet Cendrars, Vollard
commissioned a suite of 107 etchings to illustrate the renowned
Gogol novel Dead Souls. Chagall had already had experience in
designing the sets and costumes for a Gogol play; he had also
produced drawings for Der Nister and the suite of autobiograph-
ical prints for My Life. But it was with the prints for Dead Souls,
produced in 1923—25, that Chagall’s career as a major book il-
lustrator began in earnest. This work also provided the artist with
a welcome steady source of income, as well as the imprimatur of
Vollard, which excited the interest of collectors and other dealers.

Curiously, Vollard showed no immediate interest in publishing
the book or the plates. He merely stacked them in his storeroom
with his hoard of works by other major artists. Yet even though
Dead Souls with the Chagall illustrations was not published until
1948, the project must be considered a major success and an im-
portant step in Chagall’s career. “In Dead Souls Chagall saw the
Russia he had known, with all its misery and magnificence, ela-
tion, and despair. His own experience, too, namely his initial

49. Escape in Nature’'s Garb (lllustration for
Nicolai Gogol's Dead Souls), published 1948
Etching, 84 x 1074 in.

The Art Institute of Chicago; Gift of Print and
Drawing Club

50. The Satyr and the Wayfarer (lllustration
for La Fontaine's Fables), 1925-27
Gouache on paper, 1934 x 16 in.

Pages 58-59:

51. Equestrienne, 1931

Oil on canvas, 3938 x 3178 in.
Stedelijk Museum, Amsterdam

52. Birthday, 1923
Oil on canvas, 3178 x 392 in.
Solomon R. Guggenheim Museum, New York

53. Solitude, 1933
Oll on canvas, 408 x 66 in.
Tel Aviv Museum of Art; Gift of the artist



triumph and subsequent disappointment in the years of the rev-
olution, the broadness and narrowness, the extravagant idealism
and paltry meanness of the Russian world, are summed up for
him in the famous novel.”3¢ Although Vollard did not publish
these etchings, he must have been satisfied with them, for he next
commissioned Chagall to execute a suite of prints to illustrate the
Fables of La Fontaine (first published with the Chagall illustra-
tions in 1952). This well-publicized commission caused a minor
furor in France over the fact that the privilege of illustrating the
work of an important French writer should be granted to a recent
immigrant, a Russian Jew. Subsequently, Vollard contracted with
Chagall to create what would prove to be the crowning achieve-
ment of his career as an illustrator—namely, a series of etchings
to illustrate an edition of the Bible (published by Tériade in 1956).

In addition to his book illustrations, the scenes from his travels,
and the romantic portraits of himself and Bella, the works most
characteristic of Chagall’s second Paris period are his paintings of
circuses and circus figures. From 1924 on, Chagall became a ha-
bitué of the circus, attending with his daughter or with Vollard as
often as three times a week. This was apparently a source of great
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54 The Wailing Wall, 1932
Oil on canvas, 28% ~ 36" in
Tel Aviv Museum of Art

55. Aaron before the Candelabrum, 1931
Gouache and oil on paper, 24% ~ 19V In
Musée National Message Biblique Marc
Chagall, Nice, France

56 Chagall painting in Palestine, 1931

pleasure and visual stimulation for the artst. Although circus fig-
ures had occasionally appeared in his work before the war, hence-
forth these “‘tragic, religious, poetic™ beings (as Chagall charac-
terized them) would form a constant and brillantly colorful
element in his iconography.’”

The story of Chagall’s vears in France reads like a romantic
travelogue, as the family moved from Savoy through the Alps to
the Mediterrancan coast, and on and on. The most significant of
Chagall’s journeys during this period was his trip to Palestine
the early months of 1931. It was in 1930 that Vollard had com-
missioned the iltustrations for the Old Testament. Although the
aging dealer had suggested that Chagall could ger sufficient in-
spiration from a trip to the place Pigalle, the arust felt the need
to breathe the air of the Holy Land and to view for himself its
scenery and light. This was to prove one of the major experiences
of his life. Everywhere he was welcomed by dignitaries as a Jewish
celebrity. In Tel Aviv, Jerusalem, and Satad he pamted gouaches
of ancient synagogues, cityscapes, and landscapes dense with his-
tory and tradinion. These were simple representational “*docu-
ments,” in the manner of the Vitebsk paintings of 1914. It was
here, too, that he began the moving gouaches that were to serve
as the basis for his biblical etchings. In these remarkable images,
such as Aaron before the Candelabrum, Chagall adopted what
was to be his fast major variation in style. These fgures are ren-
dered with a heightened expressionism, the undulant lines so dom-
inating the color effects that the softened hues are reduced to a
supporting role. The effective and affective illustration of these
biblical themes—so much a part of his background—became Cha-
gall’s primary goal.

Throughout their years together Chagall never ceased to dehight
In painting portraits of his wite. Among the many images of Bella
from the 1930s are two that merit special mention, Angel with
Red Wings and Bella i Green. In the former Chagall has synthe-
sized the faces of his wife and daughter into a vision of his guard-
1an angel and muse, who towers over a figure of the artist at the
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lower right, while the figures from a Vitebsk marketplace parade
in the background. Bella in Green, whose creation is documented
by a remarkable photograph, is a strangely formal portrait—re-
lated in spirit to the portraiture of late sixteenth-century Italy and
early seventeenth-century Holland. The figure of Bella appears
elegant, almost stiff, rich with the deep green velvet of her dress,
enlivened by the lacework of her collar, cuffs, and fan. It is as if
Chagall wished to fix this image of his beloved in an ancient past,
in order to immortalize his love for her and thus preserve it from
the transformations wrought by time.

Indeed, by the mid-1930s there was ample reason for Chagall
to become anxious about time’s passage. The Nazi turmoil agi-
tating central Europe may have suggested to him that his idyll in
France was approaching its end. Tinte Is a River without Banks,
a major painting from this period, seems to declare such concerns
in imaginative metaphor.*® The clock, a conventional symbol of
the passing hours, is the living-room clock from Chagall’s parents’

57. Angel with Red Wings, 1933-36
Oil on canvas, dimensions not available
Estate of the artist

58. Bella in Green, 1934-35
Oil on canvas, 393 x 3178 in.
Stedelijk Museum, Amsterdam

59. Bella Chagall posing for Bella in Green,
1934
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house in Vitebsk, a temporal image he had earlier used in the
melancholic Clock of about 1914 and other works. Here lovers
embrace in blue twilight on the banks of a river (presumably the
Dvina in Vitebsk), while music is provided by a curious flying fish-
angel with fiery red wings and a violin. This painting—with its
curious timepiece, its bizarre juxtapositions, and its aura of
haunted revery—appears to echo in certain ways Salvador Dali’s




62. White Cructfixion, 1938

Oil on canvas, 603 x 55 in.

The Art Institute of Chicago; Gift of
Alfred S. Alschuler

War and Exile

In 1938 Chagall’s art underwent far more profound changes in
response to the crises in Europe. Reports of Nazi atrocities against
Jews were filtering into France. Chagall had been condemned by
the Nazis as a Jew and a Bolshevik. His works were labeled ““dec-
adent” and removed from German museums; many were de-
stroyed. Paintings such as White Crucifixion express an anguish
unprecedented in Chagall’s oeuvre. Flowers are replaced by
flames; bright, delicate, airy hues are supplanted by dark, somber,
intense shades. At the upper left is a scene of armies on the march,
taken from The Revolution. Around the central image of a cru-
cifixion, Jews flee in terror from burning houses and synagogues
as their world is destroyed in a holocaust. A Nazi soldier invades
a synagogue at the upper right, to desecrate it and set it on fire.
Floating above the Christ figure are Jewish ancestors, patriarchs
and matriarchs, who look on in despair.

This image of Christ and the crucifixion was quite new in Cha-
gall’s art. In 1912 he had painted a scene of Golgotha, and a few
images related to icons and other forms of Christian art preceded
it in his youthful experiments. After 1938 the image of Christ on
the cross became a stock figure in Chagall’s iconography. These
images also had formal sources in Chagall’s youthful experience
of medieval Russian icons and particularly in his encounter with
the icon painter Rublev, whom Chagall greatly admijred, calling
him a Russian Cimabue.*? However, his is an image of Christ as
never before rendered in art. It is not a Christian image of Christ
but a distnctly Jewish one, in which Christ’s identity as a Jew is
emphasized above all. Thus, for example, the loincloth worn by
this figure is unmistakably formed from a tallis, the traditional
Jewish prayer shawl.

The ritual breast cloth worn by the poor Jew at the lower left
of the White Crucifixion originally bore the legend “I am a Jew”
in German, corresponding to the traditional inscription on the
crucifix, “Jesus Christ, King of the Jews,” which here appears both
in Hebrew and in its Latin acronym. Chagall later painted over
these words, deciding that they were too literal and too melo-
dramatic an expression of his sufficiently obvious theme of Jewish
suffering, not only in the 1930s but throughout history.*” Clearly,
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Chagall sought a symbol that would be as accessible as possible
throughout the world, to serve as a plea for help. In his thinking,
Christ was not “‘the son of God™’; rather, he believed that *“Christ
is a poet,” the “universal poet of Jewish suffering” and of the
suffering of all peoples in despair.*!

During the 1940s, as Chagall’s prophetic visions of a holocaust
became a nightmarish reality, his treatment of crucifixion-related
themes multplied. The Crucified is a haunting winter scene in
which poor Russian Jews are shown nailed to crosses along the
street of their village. In The Martyr a similar figure is shown
bound to a stake. He is wrapped in a tallis-like garment and his
rope bindings suggest the leather bindings of phylacteries. Behind
him lies his village, erupting in flames. Out of the sky fall ani-
mals—a goat and a chicken—traditionally associated with sacri-
fice in ancient Jewish ritual. At the lower right a man recites the
Kaddish, the Jewish prayer for the dead. The central figure carries
more than a little suggestion of self-identification on the part of




63. The Crucified, 1944

Gouache on paper, 24'2 x 18% in.

Vitya Vronsky Babin

64. The Martyr, 1940
Oil on canvas, 6431 » 4474 in
Estate of the artist

65. Yellow Crucifixion, 1943
Oil on canvas, 55% x 39% in.
Musée National d'Art Moderne,
Centre Georges Pompidou, Paris

the artist, and it brings to mind Chagall’s musing (in a c. 1944
poem he titled “To Bella™) that ““like Christ, I, too am crucified,
fastened to my easel with nails.”** The famous Yellow Crucifixion
is a fascinating mixture of Old and New Testament imagery. The
figure of Christ is shown wearing phylacteries and also radiating
the halo of a Christian saint. An “angel of the annunciation”
heralds not the birth of Christ but the gift of the Torah, the fun-
damental body of Jewish law and cultural doctrine, shown as an
open scroll. There is a suggestion of the flight to Egypt by Joseph,
Mary, and their child, but here the flight is from a shtet/ in flames.
At lower left is what seems to be a scene from the book of Jonah.

Of course, Chagall himself was in great peril after the Nazi
invasion of France in 1940 and the establishment of the puppet
Vichy government there. His escape from the Nazis offers yet
another instance of his being miraculously rescued from disaster.
In spite of the invasion of Poland and the declarations of war in
1939, Chagall felt no urgent need to abandon Europe. His sense
of immediate danger was probably diminished by the fact that he
and his family had finally been granted French citizenship in 1937.
In the spring of 1940 he bought a house in the enchanting village
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of Gordes, in Provence, where he would be far removed from the
border with Germany.

The Chagalls arrived in Gordes shortly before the German in-
vasion and the sudden collapse of the French government. Yet
Chagall remained his usual insouciant self, seemingly oblivious to
the danger. That winter the American consul general at Marseilles
arrived in Gordes, together with the director of the Emergency
Rescue Committee, to convey to Chagall an invitation from the
Museum of Modern Art in New York to go to the United States.
Chagall declined, still unimpressed by the danger. However, at the
end of winter, when the Vichy government instituted strong anti-
Semitic measures, the artist’s daughter and son-in-law were
stripped of their status as naturalized citizens. Chagall was per-
suaded, with difficulty, that the time had come to act. He and
Bella moved to Marseilles, where departure could be more easily
arranged.

Through the intervention of yet another guardian angel—a cab-
et minister who happened to be a leading figure in the French
Resistance—four passports were arranged. Yet difficulties still re-
mamed. Chagall and his wife were rounded up for interrogation
by the French police, who routinely handed over foreign Jews to
the German Gestapo. Hearing of this, the American consul general
rushed to police headquarters and arranged for the release of the
terrified couple. This incident ended all indectsion. On May 7,
1941, Chagall and Bella crossed the Franco-Spanish border en
route to Madrid. In the Spanish capital the Nazis arranged to have
customs impound Chagall’s packing cases, containing almost one
thousand paintings and drawings. He found help through a cu-
rator at the Prado, who succeeded in having the cases released.
The artist and his wife, delaying no longer, boarded a train for
Lisbon, where they embarked by boat for New York, arriving on
June 23. They were relieved to be safe but unhappy to have been
forced into exile in this strange new land, so different and so far
from France.

The Chagalls took up residence in a small apartment building
at 4 East Seventy-fourth Street. Chagall did his best to establish
a routine, but he never adapted comfortably to life in the United
States. He never needed to learn much English, for he had no
trouble finding Russian Jews on the streets of New York, with
whom he could chat in Yiddish or Russian. His homesickness was
eased also by his regular contacts with a large community of fel-
low artist-émigrés such as Ossip Zadkine, Jean Hélion, and Fer-
nand Léger. Additional solace was afforded by his frequent trips
to rural areas of Connecticut and New York.

One of the most important events of Chagall’s seven years in
America was the commission he received in 1942 from Léonide
Massine of the National Ballet Theater to create sets and costumes
for a work entitled Aleko, based on music by Pyotr Tchaikovsky
and a story by Aleksandr Pushkin. This was the first time Chagall
had the opportunity to design for ballet, and it established a major
new area n his art. Because of trade union difficulties, the Na-
tional Ballet Theater was unable to open its autumn 1942 season
n New York, so the entire troupe, along with the Chagalls, moved




66. Aleko. Decor for Scene Ili: Wheatfield
on a Summer's Afternoon, 1942

Gouache, watercolor, wash, brush, and pencil
on paper, 15v4 » 22'21n.

The Museum of Modern Art, New York;
Acquired through the Lillie P. Bliss Bequest
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to Mexico City, where Aleko premiered in early September. This
event was a great triumph for the company and for the artist, and
the success of Aleko would lead to many other ballet commissions.
The stay in Mexico was also visually stimulating for Chagall, who
loved to travel and to discover “‘exotic™ new sources. The influ-
ence of Mexican art, culture, and landscape remained evident in
his work for some time after his return to New York.

In the late summer of 1944 Chagall was working at Cranberry
Lake, in the Adirondack Mountains of New York State. There he
and Bella heard the news of the liberation of France. But the
artist’s elation was to be brief, for shortly thereafter Bella became
ill with a respiratory infection, from which she died on September
2. Chagall had lost his beloved muse, his support and inspiration
through thirty-five vears. This was the worst, perhaps the only,
authentic personal tragedy he had ever known. Deeply grieved,
he ceased working for nine months. When he resumed, in the
spring of 1945, it was to create tributes to his departed wife.
Around Her depicts Bella weeping, leaning toward a scene of her
native town presented to her by a floating acrobat. The artist
appears at his easel at the lower left, his head inverted in a
standard Chagall image of confusion, revery, or distress. At the
upper right a bridal couple is embowered, as in so many of Cha-
gall’s paintings. At the upper left a bird-angel carries a lighted
candle, in memoriam. Blue Concert is a touching re-creation of
the composition in Angel with Red Wings. Bella is depicted with
a dreamy gaze and the enigmatic calm of the Mona Lisa.

Chagall was eventually able to find comfort and solace in his
work. The latter half of 1945 was occupied largely by a commi-
sion from the National Ballet Theater to create sets and costumes
for Igor Stravinsky’s Firebird. During the winter Chagall pur-
chased a small timber cottage at High Falls, in northern New York
State, where he created all his important works between 1946 and
1948. It was also during the latter half of 1945 or the beginning
of 1946 that the artist established a liaison with a young woman
named Virginia Haggard McNeil, the daughter of a minor Irish
lord and wife of an impoverished painter. Obliged to find em-
ployment to support her young daughter, Virginia had become
the housekeeper at Ida Chagall’s apartment in New York City,
where Chagall was living and painting. Their acquaintance soon
blossomed into a relationship that was to last through the early
years of Chagall’s return to France in late 1948—49, and it resulted
in the birth of a son, David McNeil 43

In Chagall’'s most important painting of 1947, Self-Portrait
with Wall Clock, Virginia appears as a central figure—the woman
with the ultramarine and azure face. She leans consolingly on the
artist, rendered here as a sad-eyed goat painted in the reds of
passion, flame, catastrophe. On the easel at the window is a can-
vas with a green Christ wearing the tallis-loincloth, embraced by
the figure of Bella as a bride. In place of his golden halo, a golden
cock crows the dawn. Another familiar Chagall symbol of time,
the family living-room clock, flies overhead on winged blue hands.
With the somber visage of the artist (still grieving for his wife),
with his self-image as a Christ-like figure “fastened to my easel

67. Around Her, 1945

Oil on canvas, 5158 x 4274 in.
Musée National d'Art Moderne,
Centre Georges Pompidou, Paris
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68. Blue Concert, 1945
Qil on canvas, 492 x 402 In
Private collection

69. Self-Portrait with Wall Clock, 1947
Oil on canvas, 337 x 277& in.
Estate of the artist

with nails,” and with the guilty, conflict-ridden tension between
the presence of Virginia and the memory of Bella, Self-Portrait
with Wall Clock is a somewhat troubled work to be sure, but also
one of Chagall’s most fascinating and revealing compositions.

The spring of 1946 brought additional honors and recognition
to Chagall, in the form of a major retrospective exhibition at the
Museum of Modern Art in New York. This was his first important
muscum show since 1933, and it did much to enhance his fame
around the world. The autumn of 1946 found Chagall back at
High Falls working on a commission for a suite of thirteen colored
lithographs to illustrate the Arabian Nights. This edition was pub-
lished two years later in a portfolio with a text illustrated by
thirteen additional lithographs in black and white. Since his illus-
trations for Vollard stll awaited publication, this was Chagall’s
first illustrated book to have been published since the 1920s. The
Arabian Nights illustrations were also his first colored litho-
graphs, and they provided a basis for his enormous body of work
in that medium during the years to come.

Chagall’s principal creation of 1947 was The Falling Angel, one 70

of the largest casel paintings of his carcer. He had been working
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70. The Falling Angel, 1923/33/47

Oil on canvas, 5776 x 10434 in.
Offentliche Kunstsammlung, Kunstmuseum
Basel, Basel, Switzerland; Loan of Madame
Ida Chagall



on this composition since the early 1920s—prior versions had
appeared in 1923 and 1933. This is a very dark, very opaque
painting,-in the mood of Chagall’s work of the war years and in
pronounced contrast to the bright bouquets and acrobats of the
1920s and '30s. Yet it is also clearly reminiscent of the 193336
image of Bella in Angel with Red Wings. Here the red angel de-
scends as though stricken in midflight, dividing the composition
in two. A figure of Bella as bride and as mother arises alongside.
To the earlier versions of this work have been added the wartime
images of catastrophe—the Jewish Christ, the winter shtetls in
flames, the Jew fleeing with the Torah, the memorial candle. As
with his summative murals for the Kamerny Theater of the early
1920s, Chagall used this large composition as a comprehensive
presentation of his recent iconography. The Falling Angel, in a
sense, closed another chapter in Chagall’s career, but the images
in it were to reappear again and again in his late work.

In the autumn of 1947 Chagall was honored with yet another
retrospective, this time at the Musée National d'Art Moderne in
Paris. He returned to Paris for the opening of this exhibition,
which subsequently traveled throughout Europe. The artist had
been dreaming of his return to France ever since his departure in
1941. He had gone back for a visit in the spring of 1946 but felt
1t was not yet time to resettle in a Europe destroyved by war and
struggling to rebuild. However, by mid-1948 Chagall was ready
to end his sojourn in America, and that summer he made prepa-
rations for a final return to France.
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71. Red Roofs, 1953

Oil on paper, mounted on canvas,
86% ~ 837 in.

Musée National d'Art Moderne,
Centre Georges Pompidou, Paris

@ A Final Homecoming

When Chagall arrived in Paris in August 1948, he was received
with an adulation greater than he had ever known. He was cele-
brated, along with Picasso and Matisse, as one of the great figures
of the School of Paris. This recognition was reinforced at the
Venice Biennale of that year, where Chagall’s work was given its
own room in the French pavilion and where he received the award
in graphic art. Henceforth he was pursued by an endless stream
of collectors, critics, publishers, dealers, and journalists.

The most interesting aspect of the following decade in Chagall’s
career was his decision to explore unfamiliar media. He had al-
ready achieved a high degree of diversification, but he had never
worked in the plastic arts—sculpture and ceramics. Now, in his
early sixties, Chagall ventured into these territories for the first
time. His ceramic works of the 1950s are characterized by great
charm and sensuousness, by simplicity, lightness, and childlike
playfulness—the same qualities that characterize the vast number
of lithographic poster prints he produced in the same years. The
end of the war and his exile, the end of mourning for Bella, and
his great acclaim all contributed to this lightening of tone. Con-
tributing also was Chagall’s 1950 move to Vence in southern
France, where he bought a house overlooking the sea. He loved
the light and color there, and it was to remain his principal home
to the end of his life.

There is a marvelous grace of line featured in Chagall’s many
ceramic and sculptural compositions made during the 1950s. It
may be relevant that at this point in his life he came to a particular
appreciation of the music of Mozart,** for these works seem in-
formed by a peculiarly Mozartian sensc of grace and sensuous
delicacy. They seem freed from the burdens of Chagall’s memories
and from the obligations of his profound loves—for Vitebsk, for
his parents and relatives, for Bella. No nostalgia infuses these
expressions in clay and stone. Working with these new materials
must have been more like play, offering a kind of relaxation and
a respite from the past. In his sculptures as well as in his litho-
graphs of the same period, Chagall did not appear to seck the
same level of difficulty, complexity, or density of emotional con-
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tent that is often found in his major paintings. Instead, there is a
simpler sense of delight and joy.

Throughout this time Chagall continued to paint prolifically in
gouache and oil. Possibly his most important painting of the
1950s, and certainly one of the finest of his career, is the large
Red Roofs of 1953. Once again, in this composition of diagonal
bands, Chagall used the large format as a compendium of his
iconography. Running through the central area of the picture is a
red band formed by a cubistic rendering of the houses and roof-
tops of Vitebsk. At the far left appears a tiny version of the fa-
miliar scene in the Chagall living room, with its now-famous wall
clock. Above the town, painted in the same red, floats the artist
with his palette, coiled in the most graceful arabesque. To the right
a figure carrying a Torah is framed against the concentric sun-
moon disks of Delaunay. At the lower right is a curious double
figure, recalling Temptation (Adam and Eve) of 1912, which is
formed by the conjunction of a younger Chagall and a ghostly

72. Moses Breaking the Tablets of the Law,
1956-57

Oil on paper, mounted on canvas,

8934 x 597 in.

Museum Ludwig, Cologne, West Germany




half-image of his bride, Bella. In his hand he holds a bouquet,
ever Chagall’s symbol of youthful love and joy. In the upper left
corner of the painting, behind a curtain of springtime branches,
appears Notre Dame, with the Seine flowing by. As in his Self-
Portrait with Seven Fingers, the beloved image of Paris stands
behind the painter.

While easel paintings, ceramics, sculpture, and lithography were
essential components of Chagall’s oeuvre in the 1950s, three other
areas were to emerge as the most characteristic of this decade and
were to prepare the most fertile ground for his late career. Those
three were: his paintings of scenes from the Bible, his set designs
for ballet, and most important of all, his designs for stained-glass
windows.

In 1948, the year of Chagall’s return to France, the nation of
Israel was born as a Jewish homeland—an event promising free-
dom and deliverance for Jews throughout the world. Perhaps that
event was a factor in Chagall’s decision, in the early 1950s, to
undertake a series of very large paintings of Old Testament scenes.
In 1951 he made his second journey to the Holy Land, to attend
the opening of a retrospective of his work at the Bezalel National
Art Museum in Jerusalem; he also traveled to Haifa and Tel Aviv.
As his first visit in 1931 had allowed him to discover “light and
earth” in producing his Bible illustrations for Vollard, so this re-
turn visit fired him with a new enthusiasm that was doubtless
another force behind the large biblical paintings.*’ A third factor
was the announcement by the publisher Tériade of plans to pro-
duce an illustrated edition of the Bible with the 105 plates created
by Chagall for Vollard in the 1930s. The rebirth of this dormant
project (the edition was finally published in 1956) seems to have
further stimulated the artist’s interest in the Old Testament.

Monumental themes such as Moses Receiving the Tablets of the
Law, Moses Breaking the Tablets of the Law, and The Crossing
of the Red Sea began to appear repeatedly in Chagall’s work at
this time. These themes represented for him the possibility of a
new kind of monumentality, a true monumentality. Previously, his
large compositions had essentially been pastiches of his own rep-
ertory. Now, in these powerful, mythic images of the Old Testa-
ment, Chagall found the inspiration to create single, central figures
in massive scale. His miscellanies in clay, stone, and bronze had
already helped him escape his bondage to the past, but these bib-
lical paintings carried far greater weight and importance. They
were for Chagall the key to a new universality of communication,
which fulfilled his need and his potential (given his worldwide
fame) to speak to a greater audience. Henceforth it would be the
monumental composition, rather than the smaller easel painting,
that predominated in Chagall’s art.

In 1952 Chagall met and married a woman of Russian-Jewish
background named Valentine (Vava) Brodsky. A friend of Cha-
gall’s daughter, Ida, Vava was about twenty-five years younger
than the artist. For the rest of his life, she was to serve as his muse
and helpmate, organizing his daily affairs and assuming the place
formerly occupied by Bella (and, more briefly, by Virginia McNeil)
as the central female figure in Chagall’s paintings.
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73. Moses Receiving the Tablets of the
Law, 1956~57

Oil on canvas, 93%s » 92 in.

Musée National Message Biblique Marc
Chagall, Nice, France

74. The Dance to Happiness, c. 1957
Oil on canvas, 57 x 382 in.
Mrs. Hilde W. Gerst

In the latter 1950s Chagall’s work grew ever larger, in the on-
going quest for greater monumentality that had begun with The 7
Falling Angel in 1947. As the artist said, “That picture changed
everything. | started to realize that studio paintings weren’t every-
thing, that, in fact, I had to get out of the studio. An artist just
has to get out, not like Courbet, to pull down the Vendéme col-

umn, but to really work in depth.””*® Thus the painungs of his

deliciously lyrical Paradise cycle from 1958—61 are of substan-
nally greater dimensions than the large biblical paintings that pre-
ceded them. Yet even in his interpretation of the Expulsion from
the Garden of Eden, Chagall’s vision remains pastoral, scarcely
less idyllic than the scene of contentment within Paradise. Again,
Chagall’s world, with the exception of his wartime allegories of
holocaust, contains relatively little in the way of violence or evil.
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75. Adam and Eve Expelled frorm Paradise,
c. 1958-61

Oil on canvas, 7474 x 11178.1n.

Musée National Message Biblique Marc
Chagall, Nice, France

76. Paradise, c. 1958-61

Oil on canvas, 7278 x 113.n.

Musée National Message Biblique Marc
Chagall, Nice, France

77. Creation of Adam and Eve, Paradise,
Original Sin, Expulsion from Paradise, 1963
Stained- and leaded-glass window,

139% x 35%8 in. each panel

Metz Cathedral, Metz, France

This impulse toward ever-greater monumentality in a pastoral
mode was furthered when Chagall received, in 1958, a commis-
sion from the Paris Opéra to design sets and costumes for the
ballet Daphnis and Chloé, with music by Maurice Ravel and cho-
reography by Michel Fokine. The story is based on a pastoral
romance written by the Greek poet Longus in the second or third
century A.D. Chagall had executed a suite of color lithographs
illustrating this same romance for the publisher Tériade in 1952.
This preparatory experience, his own rather pastoral and amorous
sensibilities, and his earlier staging of Aleko and The Firebird
made the Daphnis and Chloé production a harmonious one for
Chagall, and it proved to be an enduring success.

However, it was neither in the pastoral mode nor in his familiar
media of painting and graphics that Chagall’s yearning for mon-
umental expression was to find complete fulfillment. It was rather
to be in religious themes expressed in still another medium he had
never attempted prior to the 1950s—the medium of stained glass.
Not only had Chagall never worked in glass, but the medium was
one that had not proven terribly sympathetic to advanced artists
of the twentieth century. The idea of designing windows first oc-
curred to him in 1950, his most fertile year of new exploration
and experimentation, shortly after he had moved to Vence. An
unused chapel there came to his attention, and he began to con-
ceive the idea of a cycle of biblical decorations for that specific
setting,.

The Vence chapel project was never realized in its original form,
but it was in the process of thinking about its windows that Cha-
gall began to contemplate seriously the techniques of creating
stained glass. In 1952 he visited Chartres Cathedral specifically
to study the Gothic windows there, and he became especially en-
tranced by the medieval glassmakers’ use of blue, a color so prom-
inent in his own palette.

In retrospect, Chagall’s large biblical paintings from the 1950s
convey a sense that he was using them to prepare for something
even grander. When, in 1956, he received his first commission for
leaded-glass windows for the baptistry in the chapel of Notre-
Dame-de-Toute-Gréce in Assy, France, that “something” was not
yet realized. The chapel at Assy is a remarkable collaborative
project that benefited from the contributions of some of the most
distinguished artists of this century, among them, Henri Matisse,
Georges Rouault, Georges Braque, Jacques Lipchitz, and Fernand
Léger. Chagall’s two rather small windows for Assy, completed
and installed in 1957, are nothing more than the barest drawings
of gossamer angels in grisaille on glass, in which the drawing is
not even integrated in any special way with the lines formed by
the lead joints. It is the most tentative sort of exploration, but this
modest beginning was to open a new world for him.

As a result of this commission Chagall was asked by the chief
architect for the restoration of the cathedral in Metz, France, to
create a cycle of huge windows. By the spring of 1958 Chagall
had completed cartoons for two of these windows based on earlier
biblical paintings, among them his Moses Receiving the Tablets of
the Law. The translation of these designs into glass took him to
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the famous Atelier Simon at Reims, France, run by Charles Marg
and Brigitte Simon Marq, heirs to a two-century family tradition
of crafting stained glass. It was through his collaboration with the
Margs that Chagall became an artist in stained glass, learning
techniques and theories from them as they struggled to work out
the complex color variations of his designs. Of the earliest win-
dows completed for Metz, Chagall declared, “This is only an em-
bryo, but now I am beginning to sense all the possibilities.”*”
Others began to sense the possibilities also. When the first win-
dows destined for Metz were exhibited at Paris in 1959, the ar-
chitect of the new Hadassah—Hebrew University Medical Center
in Jerusalem saw them, and he was sufficiently impressed to invite

78. Moses before the Tablets of the Law,
David and Jeremiah, 1960
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