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Irène Zurkinden is one of the best-known figures in the history of art in Basel. Four decades after her death, she maintains a strong presence in the local art scene, with works in many private homes and public art collections in the city. The research we conducted in preparation for Irène Zurkinden: Love, Life only made us more conscious of just how firmly the artist remains anchored in the region’s cultural consciousness. Which makes it all the more baffling that almost forty years have passed since the last institutional exhibition dedicated to Zurkinden’s oeuvre in northwestern Switzerland. In 1986, Schloss Ebenrain in Sissach hosted a major retrospective. That same year, Zurkinden at long last won the art prize of the city of Basel; she was seventy-six and died the following year. The Kunstmuseum Basel presented an exhibition of thirty-eight paintings and around eighty drawings in 1985, and in 2006, Hans-Joachim Müller published a monograph on Zurkinden. Then her star faded, eclipsed by that of her friend Meret Oppenheim, whose art has returned to the limelight of international attention in recent years.

The Basel-based gallery owner Carlo Knöll drew my attention to Zurkinden’s sketchbooks, which remain unpublished or published only in fragmentary form. They offer surprising and sometimes intimate insights into the artist’s life between Basel and Paris. What I saw sparked my enthusiasm right away because it revealed to me a very different Irène Zurkinden from the one I thought I knew. My fascination is shared by the audiences who have rediscovered the artist of late, especially after Meredith Rosen Gallery from New York devoted its entire presentation at Art Basel 2024 to Zurkinden’s work—to considerable acclaim.

The show at kbh.G not only pays homage to Zurkinden as a gifted painter whose skills as a portraitist were sought by Basel’s bourgeoisie, it also showcases her oeuvre in all its complexity and fascination. The discovery of the treasure trove of Zurkinden’s sketchbooks and the exhibition were made possible by Maxi Zurkinden, one of Irène’s daughters-in-law. Her openness is what made this exhibition possible in the first place. I would like to express my profound gratitude to Maxi and her son Max Zurkinden for the trust they have placed in our foundation. I am also grateful to Carlo Knöll for the introduction, as well as to Gallery Knoell, representing the Estate of Irène Zurkinden, for generously lending us numerous works.

This collaboration has enabled us to put Irène Zurkinden back in the spotlight four decades after her last major exhibition in the region and to frame a new perspective on an artist whose significance extends far beyond Basel and Switzerland. Curators Rebecca Eigen and Reto Thüring organized the exhibition and the accompanying publication with the assistance of Elsa Himmer. I would like to thank them for their wonderful work, which has borne fruit in the museum exhibition and this long-overdue new monograph.

My gratitude also goes to the many lenders, including both private individuals and public collections and institutions. By lending us their works, they have made this comprehensive survey of Zurkinden’s oeuvre possible.

Zurkinden may have been overlooked by art historians for several decades. With this exhibition at Kulturstiftung Basel H. Geiger, we want to help audiences see why she deserves a prominent position in (Swiss) art history, and pay homage to an outstanding Swiss artist of the twentieth century.








Introduction
Rebecca Eigen and Reto Thüring
Irène Zurkinden: Love, Life
Kulturstiftung Basel H. Geiger, June 2025




Since the death of Irène Zurkinden, in 1987, interest in her work has waned. With this publication and the coinciding exhibition Irène Zurkinden: Love, Life, we aim to revive attention for an artist whose oeuvre is as multifaceted as it is current. While Zurkinden was a leading figure of Basel’s cultural scene throughout her life, her work has found only marginal recognition beyond the city. In this sense, this publication not only attempts to recontextualize Zurkinden’s highly progressive work through a contemporary frame, but also deliberately places it on an international stage and in proximity to some of the leading European artists of the twentieth century.

Central to the exhibition and catalogue is the first publication and presentation of a small number of Zurkinden’s sketchbooks. From the 1920s until shortly before her death in 1987, at age seventy-eight, Zurkinden drew and wrote rigorously, filling the pages of more than a hundred sketchbooks, or rather, visual notebooks. They provide an intimate window into her creative process, revealing her honest and unfiltered view on society, her unwavering and powerful gaze upon the world around her. Alternating between text and image, between quick sketches and careful preparatory drawings, the notebooks form a compelling link between Zurkinden’s personal life and her work. Above all, it was Zurkinden’s ability to observe the world around her and to translate that personal universe into a sensual visual language that gives her oeuvre a currency that stretches far beyond the time and social circles it portrays. 

In Zurkinden’s work, the personal is inextricably linked with the world at large. Thus, the following pages invite readers to explore Zurkinden’s legacy anew and to consider her art as a bridge between past and present, between tradition and innovation, and between individual expression and collective experience.








Irène Zurkinden: Life, Love, Stage
Reto Thüring





“All the world’s a stage,

and all the men and women merely players”

—William Shakespeare1

In his famous monologue, Jacques, a character in Shakespeare’s comedy As You Like It, equates the world to a theatrical production and describes humans as actors who appear in and disappear from it. More than 200 years later, in the mid-nineteenth century, Gottfried Keller used a similar metaphor when he wrote: “Time does not pass.”2 Rather, he argued, it is us who emerge into time only to be swept away by its tide.

Irène Zurkinden was indefatigable in painting, drawing, and reflecting on the manifold facets of the life that Shakespeare and many others before and after him compared to a spectacle. Combining precision with inventiveness, she charted both her own place in it and those of the people she was close to, or who simply modeled for her. Although she was mostly focused on the humans (and sometimes the animals) who populate this spectacle, she also dedicated a great deal of attention to its decors and sceneries (what Keller called the “caravanserai”): the streets and squares as well as the actual stages of our society—dance, carnival, or the circus.

When the nineteen-year-old Zurkinden first traveled to Paris in 1929, she was not alone in endeavoring to find ideas and material for her art there.3 Many creative minds of her generation, a number of Swiss artists among them, followed Paris’s gravitational pull. Zurkinden’s good friends and fellow natives of Basel Walter Kurt Wiemken and Otto Abt were among those who had traveled to the French metropolis before her: Wiemken’s output in particular evinces interesting parallels with hers in the keenly observed individual figures and the close integration of painting and drawing, though his visual language, unlike hers, grew more and more dystopian in the 1930s as war became a dominant theme (fig. 1). Only months after her own debut in Paris, Zurkinden invited Meret Oppenheim, who was four years her junior, to accompany her on a trip to the city—the beginning of a lifelong deep friendship between the two women. What distinguished Zurkinden from almost all her contemporaries was that her eyes remained riveted on the city. Having been raised in a bilingual household and no less eloquent in French than in German,4 she quickly conceived an exceptionally close attachment to the French capital, which would remain her second home, the place of her longings, and a foil onto which she projected ideas throughout her life.


[image: A stylized painting of a clown and a kneeling skeleton in a barren landscape with a crucifix under a dark blue sky.]


Fig. 1

Walter Kurt Wiemken, Seiltänzer über dem Abgrund, 1939. Tempera and pastel on cardboard, 61.5 × 77 cm. Kunstmuseum Bern, Verein der Freunde. Photo: Kunstmuseum Bern





This lasting attachment to Paris, which may seem almost anachronistic in an art-historical look back on the twentieth century, had nothing to do with indolence; it was owed entirely to Zurkinden’s powers of observation, her gift for letting her eyes rest without coming to rest herself. In Paris in the 1930s, the cafés and public squares were still where the artists working in different métiers met and mingled, trading inspirations; the city was a melting pot for diverse tendencies including, in particular, the European and American avant-gardes. Actual scenes and people from the city, however, figured far less prominently in the art of the period than they had in the nineteenth century, when Édouard Manet, Henri de Toulouse-Lautrec, Pierre-Auguste Renoir, or Edgar Degas had framed the streets of Paris, the nightlife, the dance halls and bistros as worthy motifs in their own right in seminal works (fig. 2).


[image: A painting of a crowded dance hall cast in a green light, where several people sit in the foreground watching couples dance in the background.]


Fig. 2

Henri de Toulouse-Lautrec, Moulin de la Galette, 1889. Oil on canvas, 88.5 × 101.3 cm. Art Institute of Chicago, Mr. and Mrs. Lewis Larned Coburn Memorial Collection





Zurkinden’s network, which included many of the leading artists in Paris in the 1930s, was tight-knit, as many portraits from the period attest: Oppenheim, Kiki de Montparnasse, Marcelle (Lila) Ferry, Eileen Agar, and Leonor Fini (or rather, her cats) (plates pp. 264–66, p. 270, p. 275, p. 277, p. 320).5 However, in the context of the dense coexistence of different simultaneous creative tendencies in the 1930s, Zurkinden more than most of her contemporaries hewed to a traditional canon both on the technical level and in terms of motifs. This conservatism, which, on the surface, looked to the nineteenth more than the twentieth century for guidance, set Zurkinden apart. That is perhaps most evident when one compares her to Oppenheim, who, moving in the same milieu as her friend and continually exchanging ideas with her, fairly quickly established herself as a leading artist in Surrealist circles and far beyond, pursuing her creative vision without regard for traditional forms and concepts with unflappable open-mindedness and confidence (fig. 3). Zurkinden’s strength as an innovator lay much more in her ability to reclaim stylistic features and themes while recontextualizing them within her very personal and yet, in its own way, progressive universe.


[image: An object resembling a trussed bird, made from brown and white materials with decorative frills, sits tied with twine on a silver platter.]


Fig. 3

Meret Oppenheim, Ma gouvernante – my nurse – mein Kindermädchen, 1936/1967. Metal plate, shoes, string, paper, 14 × 33 × 21 cm. Moderna Museet, Stockholm. © 2025, ProLitteris, Zurich






Humans

“life as

such is

great the love

to match

it fits in

one eye”

—Irène Zurkinden6

Human beings were at the center of Zurkinden’s interests from the outset. Trained as a fashion illustrator, her early drawings still show the strong influence of Art Deco, the dominant style in the leading fashion magazines of the early twentieth century. The figures, the majority of them women, are rendered in silhouette and with rigorously simplified features, their bodies motionless (plate p. 262). The depictions of female figures as mannequins in the fashion drawings resonate in the puppet-like stature of other characters in Zurkinden’s early oeuvre, see, for example, the portraits of Oppenheim from 1929 and the Swiss painter and actress Lotti Krauss (1930), or the undated depiction of a seated red-haired boy (plates p. 260, p. 265, p. 275). Beyond the affinities with Art Deco, the static and semantic mode in which Zurkinden’s early works represent their subjects suggests a parallel with the contemporary New Objectivity’s aspiration to sober-minded accuracy; that movement influenced many Swiss artists as well, like the well-known painter Niklaus Stoecklin in Basel (fig. 4).7 A second, more important kinship links her to the Dadaists and Surrealists, who stylized the human body as an object of (male) erotic fantasy, as in Hans Bellmer’s Poupées series (fig. 5). Zurkinden, too, repeatedly dismantled the figure of the female body in diverse drawings and sketches, decomposing it into the individual parts of its limbs (fig. 6). In one undated drawing, it is no more than a pillar topped by the bust of a woman, her black hair pinned up, her breasts pushed out, with pubic hair surrounding an opening at the center of the column. A man in historic attire leans forward against the pillar, his erect penis exactly level with the opening, a drastic visualization of the objectification of women that employs the exaggeration of caricature to render the asymmetrical power relations between the sexes as an unbridgeable divide. The dismemberment of the human body, which found its perhaps most popular expression in the Surrealist exquisite corpse, is a classic metaphor of the period; as with many other traditional pictorial forms, Zurkinden lent it a distinctly gender-specific connotation.8 These early works illustrate that as she was trying to frame her own perspective on the world she not only experimented with diverse styles but also often alternated between different regimes of the gaze.


[image: A portrait painting of a man with short blond hair and angular features wearing a blue work jacket, looking directly forward against a dark background.]


Fig. 4

Niklaus Stoecklin, Selbstbildnis,1918. Oil on cardboard on wood, 71 × 54 cm. Kunst Museum Winterthur, gifted by Balthasar and Nanni Reinhart-Schinz, 1994. © 2025, ProLitteris, Zurich. Photo: sik-isea, Zurich, Lutz Hartmann






[image: A black and white still life photograph of two large hoops standing over a pair of shoes and socks on a striped surface.]


Fig. 5

Hans Bellmer, La poupée, 1935. Silver gelatin print, 25.6 × 25.9 cm. icp New York, Gift of Mr. Herbert Lust, 1987. © 2025, ProLitteris, Zurich






[image: A black ink drawing on tan paper shows several sketches of female figures and clothing, including a woman in a corset, two girls standing, a woman's head in profile, and a pair of stockings.]


Fig. 6

Irène Zurkinden, Untitled (Girls), undated. Black ink on paper, 27.2 × 21.4 cm. © Estate Irène Zurkinden. Photo: Studio David Berweger





The male body is far less present in Zurkinden’s oeuvre than the female one, and it carries fundamentally different connotations: Never the victim, it is not infrequently the perpetrator. It incessantly and often quite abruptly veers between an object of loving admiration and sexual desire and a physical superiority that sometimes manifests as an acute threat. The most profound expression of Zurkinden’s fondness for the other sex appears in her depictions of Kurt Fenster. She and the jazz musician met in 1934 and began an intimate relationship that lasted for about ten years, during which they had two sons, Nicolas (known as Kolka) and Stephan. In her paintings and drawings, Fenster, the son of an Afro-Brazilian circus artist and a German mother, reveals a softness and tenderness that are otherwise largely restricted to the artist’s renderings of women (plates p. 306, p. 339). An exception to this rule are the many portraits of her sons, especially of Stephan (plates pp. 337–38), as well as several later portraits of her closest male friends such as the fashion designer Fred Spillmann and the writer Hans-Peter Hammel (better known as –minu) (plates pp. 382–83).

One major influence in Zurkinden’s graphic oeuvre is Surrealism. This is most readily apparent in the countless pages of her sketchbooks, especially in the interweaving of text and image. Far more important than all isms, however, was Zurkinden’s singular being-in-the-world. The openness and curiosity with which she cultivated her social network, including those relationships that were of a sexual nature, was arguably progressive even by the liberal social standards of artist circles in 1930s Paris and positively radical by those of mid-twentieth-century Switzerland. No less radical was the immediacy with which she documented herself and her relationships and acquaintances. Her fascination with the female body is palpable throughout her oeuvre, as is her preference for Black men. Faced with the antithesis between social belonging and solitariness, Zurkinden chose a third path, the one of an openness to all sexual orientations and ethnic backgrounds.

It was not only the conventional division between the genders and races that Zurkinden persistently transgressed and thus challenged. She similarly played with markers of social class. When World War II forced her and Fenster to settle in Basel, she increasingly took up painting portraits for the affluent social elite. These commissioned works provided her with a sorely needed additional source of income. Still, there is no formal contradiction between Zurkinden’s portraits of (Basel’s) upper crust and her pictures of people from very different social classes, including the many artists, musicians, actors, and dancers who were members of her closest circle of friends. On the contrary, her oeuvre gathers all people as characters in the spectacle of one society, with Zurkinden in the role of observer and annalist. The delight she took in bouncing between social classes and groups is evident not only in her art, but also in her diverse circle of acquaintances, which enabled her to gain extensive insight into very different playing fields within the social arena.9

Perhaps the most salient difference between the commissioned works and the other portraits is the spectrum of emotional states. In the former, the sitters’ affect is more or less steadily neutral, signaling a certain distance between the painter and her models. Another conspicuous feature of these works is the fairly great emphasis they place on professional attributes and the representative posture of the male sitters. The women, by contrast, are smartly attired; in the opulence of the fabrics and the richness of detail in which some of them are executed, these depictions are reminiscent of those portraits by John Singer Sargent in which the individual almost entirely vanishes beneath the fashion and textiles (figs. 7 and 8; plates p. 316, p. 353).


[image: A three-quarter length painted portrait of a woman with dark hair in profile, wearing a high-collared gown that is half crimson red and half sheer white.]


Fig. 7

John Singer Sargent, Portrait of Mrs Robert Harrison, 1886. Oil paint on canvas, 157.8 × 80.3 cm. Tate, bequeathed by Miss P.J.M. Harrison 2000. Photo: Tate






[image: An oil painting of a woman with dark hair in a high-collared, long red coat, standing next to a tall, ornate chair.]


Fig. 8

Irène Zurkinden, Untitled, undated. Oil on canvas, 129 × 81 cm. © Private collection, Basel. Photo: Studio David Berweger





The remaining portraits chart an extraordinarily wide range of emotions, which Zurkinden also explored in multiple depictions of the same individuals. For example, she painted several portraits of the dancer and choreographer Marie-Eve Kreis: in a self-assured, seductive posture, her foot resting on a small chest, her jacket loosely buttoned; as an aloof figure, her pose signaling ambition, in front of the well-known poster of the troupe de Mademoiselle Églantine painted by Henri de Toulouse-Lautrec; and finally, seated and bent forward, in ballet shoes, in a composition that conveys the physical strain of dance through the dynamic energy of the brushwork no less than through the figure’s facial expression and gesture (plates pp. 327–29). To capture such diverse states of mind, Zurkinden alternated between diverse modes of painting or drawing. With this inconstancy, her work defies simple art-historical categorization, while also demonstrating that she possessed extraordinarily extensive knowledge of art history and deftly helped herself to it. The erotic portrait of a reclining female nude recalls Pablo Picasso’s early work in the sculptural definition of the elongated body and the way it no more than hints at the figure’s placement in the setting (fig. 9; plate p. 319). The portrait of Clara Haskil from the late 1940s meanwhile, which shows the aging Romanian pianist bent deep over her instrument in a dimly illuminated room that is outlined by rough brushstrokes, transmits a graveness and melancholy that can also be felt in many of Chaïm Soutine’s portraits (figs. 10 and 11).


[image: A painting of a woman in profile with her dark hair up, wearing a sheer white top against a blue and green background.]


Fig. 9

Pablo Picasso, Girl in a Chemise, circa 1905. Oil paint on canvas, 72.7 × 60 cm. Tate London, bequeathed by C. Frank Stoop 1933. © Succession Picasso / 2025, ProLitteris, Zurich






[image: An expressionist painting of a gaunt person in a dark green outfit sitting in a large green chair with their hands clasped in their lap.]


Fig. 10

Chaïm Soutine, Seated Woman, circa 1923–24. Oil on canvas, 65 × 54 cm. The Cleveland Museum of Art, gift of the Mildred Andrews Fund, 1988.94






[image: An abstract painting with thick, dark brushwork shows a figure hunched over a surface next to a lamp.]


Fig. 11

Irène Zurkinden, Clara Haskil, second half of the 1940s. Oil on cardboard, 29 × 18.5 cm. Private collection, Basel. Photo: David Berweger





Zurkinden’s gift for employing diverse painterly styles and techniques to match a sitter is nowhere more evident than in her many self-portraits. In this special category, in which introspection meets self-dramatization, the artist presents herself in a fascinating diversity of roles, poses, and attitudes. Rembrandt had painted a young artist in a diminutive format, brush and palette in hand, still questioning, overshadowed by the enormous canvas (fig. 12). By contrast, Zurkinden, in one of her earliest self-portraits, moved herself all the way to the foreground (and into the light), her gaze assertively fixing the beholders as she determinedly points the brush at the canvas (plate p. 258). She painted herself on a regular basis from the late 1920s into the 1960s: Later self-portraits are scarce. If some of Zurkinden’s portraits feel voyeuristic, the artist’s gaze obtrusive, her self-portraits make clear that she brought the same intimacy and intensity to bear in scrutinizing herself. One self-portrait, dated 1937, shows her pregnant with her first child, Kolka; she is naked except for a red headscarf. She seems vulnerable, glancing toward the world beyond the picture from slightly downcast eyes (plate p. 307). In another, from 1942, Zurkinden is completely naked; this time, however, there is no trace of fragility or embarrassment (plate p. 318). Not unlike in Suzanne Valadon’s portrait of a seated woman in white stockings, the sitter’s slightly upturned chin and crossed legs bespeak a confidence that leaves no doubt about her bodily self-determination (fig. 13). The same assertiveness is still palpable in a self-portrait in a small format from 1961: Zurkinden, now into her fifties, stages herself, her upper body bare above her hips and her legs swathed in a tightfitting black skirt, in contre-jour (plate p. 352). Taken together, the self-portraits are perhaps the most direct and poignant demonstration that Zurkinden refused to be shoehorned into a one-dimensional conception of her role. Instead, she insisted on a complex understanding of personal identity, which she emphatically championed in her work while also living it both in private and in public.


[image: An artist in a dark, rustic studio stands back from a large wooden easel that is positioned in the foreground and viewed from behind.]


Fig. 12

Rembrandt Harmensz van Rijn, Artist in His Studio, circa 1628. Oil on wood, 24.8 × 31.7 cm. Museum of Fine Arts Boston, Zoe Oliver Sherman Collection, given in memory of Lillie Oliver Poor, 38.1838. Photo © 2025, Museum of Fine Arts Boston






[image: An expressionist painting of a woman with red hair wearing a red slip and white stockings, sitting in a dark armchair while hugging her knee and gazing upward.]


Fig. 13

Suzanne Valadon, La femme aux bas blancs, 1924. Oil on canvas, 72.5 × 69 cm. Nancy, Musée des Beaux Arts, 65.2.299. Photo: Gilbert Mangin








Animals

A sketchbook from 1936 contains a series of drawings across six consecutive pages that show Fenster from below in close-up views that Zurkinden has captured with her characteristic foreshortening of perspective (facsimile sketchbook [Kurt...], 1936, 66 pages; see pp. 65–75 in this volume). The naked Fenster is playing his ukulele. A few pages further on are three drawings of the head of a cat, followed by one showing the face of a young man bending forward, with a cat’s head superimposed into the outlines of the man’s. Human-animal hybrids are a recurring subject in Zurkinden’s drawings; the transition from one form of existence to another, one might say, is one of her guiding themes, especially in the sketchbooks. This particular sequence of drawings is especially remarkable for the great intimacy and tenderness with which Zurkinden rendered not only her partner and the future father of her two children, but also the cat.

There is much to suggest that Zurkinden thought of humans and animals as close kin, sometimes so close as to be undistinguishable. Her fascination with animals—primarily with cats, although there is also a fairly large number of drawings of horses and dogs—was shared by many artists of her generation. Art history is rife with depictions of animals and creatures blending human with animal features, especially from the period between the two world wars. The surrealist preference for hybrid figures can be traced back to a particular fascination with ancient mythologies, medieval legends and a fundamental return to the archaic and subconscious. This is reflected, for example, in André Masson’s sketch-like depiction of a trapped animal (see fig. 14), whose form first manifests itself in its struggle with itself, transitioning into the vagueness of the structure that holds it captive. Many Surrealists took an interest in transgressions of the boundary between the human and animal realms primarily for their symbolic potential, a theme that is secondary for Zurkinden. She was more interested in a kind of co-naturality, a resemblance in the dialectical sense that attributed animal characteristics to humans just as it conversely endowed the animals with human features. On this plane, whose spiritual aspect is unmistakable, there are productive affinities with the work of women artists like Leonor Fini or Leonora Carrington, both of whom often depicted cats as higher, divine beings (fig. 15). It is thus not especially surprising that Zurkinden would dedicate a talisman to her close friend Marie-Eve Kreis: a drawing of a reclining women on whose left breast a cat seems to nurse (plate p. 269). In analogy with the drawing of a man’s head, the cat is part of the human body and vice versa. The two creatures are interdependent.


[image: An abstract work on a textured surface featuring a large, black-outlined oval containing three red shapes and a looping black line, set against a background with gray smudging.]


Fig. 14

André Masson, Animal Caught in a Trap, 1929. Crayon on canvas, 46 × 54.9 cm. The Louise and Walter Arensberg Collection, 1950, 1950-134-129. ©️ 2025, ProLitteris, Zurich. Photo: Philadelphia Museum of Art






[image: A pencil drawing of a long-haired person holding a thread that extends from a furry, one-eyed creature below.]


Fig. 15

Leonora Carrington, Dream Weaver, 1955. Pencil on paper, 49.53 × 34.2 cm. Private collection. © Leonora Carrington; 2025, ProLitteris, Zurich








The City

Painting the view down Rue Mosnier in Paris, which was decorated on the occasion of the Fête de la Paix, a national holiday that had been proclaimed in celebration of the 1878 Exposition Universelle, Manet captured the French flags flying along the street as well as several figures dressed in their Sunday best and a carriage (fig. 16).10 In the left foreground, however, he inserted elements that deliberately undercut the festive mood: a ladder—carried, it appears, by a worker—and a man whose left leg has been amputated have entered the frame. Stylistically, Zurkinden’s Rue d’Odessa en fête (1935) closely emulates Manet’s painting, but her street scene is devoid of such critical observations on society (fig. 17). More generally, the numerous views of Paris she painted—and the few from Venice, Basel, Rome, and Cologne interspersed between them—are firmly wedded to the Impressionist style; in their content, however, they are much more closely associated with the historic genre of the veduta. This categorization is supported by the fact that the sale of (Parisian) city scenes through galleries in Basel was Zurkinden’s main source of income for long stretches of her career as an artist. The genre was the basis of her livelihood, and so she steadily produced such works in considerable numbers.11 In the cityscapes, not unlike in the commissioned portraits, she inserts a distance between herself and her motif.


[image: A painting of a city street viewed from a high angle, decorated with many French flags, with people and carriages on the road below.]


Fig. 16

Édouard Manet, La Rue Mosnier aux drapeaux, 1878. Oil on canvas, 65.4 × 80 cm. The J. Paul Getty Museum, Los Angeles, 89.pa.71






[image: A vibrant, impressionistic painting of a European city street lined with tall buildings, numerous shop signs, and colorful flags strung overhead.]


Fig. 17

Irène Zurkinden, Rue d’Odessa en fête, 1935. Oil on canvas, 62 × 49 cm. Helvetia Art Collection





In 1938, Zurkinden and Rudolf Maeglin both painted the large construction site for a new complex erected in Basel by the chemical company Ciba ag. For Maeglin, whom Zurkinden knew well through Gruppe 33, an association of anti-fascist artists in Basel, it was one painting among many in which he documented the rapidly changing urban fabric. He chose a ground-level vantage point that allowed him to emphasize the modernist cubature of the structures and the construction cranes the architecture required (fig. 18).12 In Zurkinden’s version, the project is less far advanced; she renders the site from an elevated viewpoint, framed by older buildings in the background and a tiled roof in the foreground (plate p. 314). The nostalgic undertone of the scenery is underscored by the wooden cart in the bottom left corner of the picture, clearly a holdover from the past that contrasts with the rising modern factory building. The depiction of a construction site is an outlier in Zurkinden’s oeuvre, in which progress—the technological innovations of modernity, the fast-paced transformation of the cityscape, the wrenching social changes—is almost entirely invisible. Hers is a city virtually untouched by historic shifts whose impact was felt most forcefully in the urban context.


[image: A colorful painting of a construction site with two large cranes and the exposed orange steel frames of several buildings being built next to existing apartment blocks.]


Fig. 18

Rudolf Maeglin, Ciba Baustelle, 1938. Oil on canvas, 59 × 99 cm. Private collection, Basel. Photo: Gina Folly, Basel





The only exception to this immunity to change is a set of views of the railway station in Basel painted during World War II, which Zurkinden was privileged to find refuge from in Switzerland. In these pictures, the war is intangible, but it is at least insinuated by spatial association: for Zurkinden, the railway station more than any other locale symbolized the geographical connection to foreign countries and to Paris in particular—and so, during the war, also symbolized Switzerland’s isolation, cordoned off as it was by Nazi Germany and occupied France (plates pp. 340–41). As late as 1945, she painted the French village of Huningue on the left bank of the Rhine, which borders both Switzerland and Germany (plate p. 340). The village square is only sparsely populated, but a single tricolor flag hanging from a window on the top floor of the green building stands not only for the end of the war, but also for Zurkinden’s regained freedom to travel across national borders and return to the place of her longings, Paris. After the war, she again spent long periods of time in the French capital, which remained her home away from home until the end of her life. Still, the Paris of her pictures would always belong to the past much more than the present. By shifting the plane of reality across historical time, Zurkinden created a space for herself that she could fill with the figments of her imagination, a dream destination that also played a central role in those pictures populated by dancers, circus artists, and figures dressed in costumes and disguised by masks.




The Stage

“Soon the ballet

will end and everyday life

will begin again”

—Irène Zurkinden13

Based on his studies on François Rabelais, the Russian philosopher Mikhail Bakhtin described the carnivalesque as both a historical phenomenon and a literary genre.14 What the two writers have in common is the interest and delight in violating social strictures in forms of masquerade, the grotesque, and comedy. In the category of the carnivalesque, Bakhtin surveys a space that extends deep into human history and in which protagonists, within clearly defined constraints (of time, place, and/or genre), can transgress the bounds of social norms and divisions. Half a century earlier, the Belgian artist James Ensor had translated the play with masquerade and the question of the identity that hides behind the disguise into pictures. His works introduce us to a society of thespians and clowns who are hardly aware of who they actually are or which roles they are playing (fig. 19).


[image: A colorful painting of a bearded man in a red hat surrounded by a dense crowd of stylized, masked, and ghoulish faces.]


Fig. 19

James Ensor, Self-Portrait with Masks, 1899. Oil on canvas, 117 × 82 cm. Menard Art Museum, Japan





Zurkinden, too, engaged with the subject of the carnival throughout her life.15 A remarkably early example is a drawing from her teenage years (fig. 20) showing four female figures riding in a carriage and handing out apples; the viewer’s perspective coincides with theirs. All dynamic energies in the drawing are directed inward, allowing the four figures in the coach to dominate the entire field of action and, hence, the pictorial narrative. This controlled and controlling behavior of the female protagonists reflects the young Zurkinden’s precociously keen awareness of sexual dynamics. It runs directly counter to famous compositions by artists like Edgard Degas in which the roles of women are always conceived in the male perspectives of both artist and beholder (fig. 21).16 The carnival celebration or Fasnacht, as it is locally known, has a long tradition in Basel and is a fixture of the city’s cultural calendar, making it an ideal subject for Zurkinden’s efforts to articulate her interest in human beings and the complexities of social belonging. The carnival pictures are complemented by an extensive body of work dedicated to dance, the theater, and the circus.17 Like the carnival, the performing arts in some sense hinge on the interaction between role and self, between introspective awareness and the perceptions of others.


[image: A watercolor and ink drawing of figures in patterned clown costumes riding in dark, boxy structures against a plain background.]


Fig. 20

Irène Zurkinden, ohne Titel (“gaid mer ebbis”), undated [1930s]. Graphite pencil and watercolor on paper, 25.3 × 33.9 cm. Private collection. Photo: Studio David Berweger






[image: An impressionistic painting of two young girls in matching performance costumes standing in a ring, one gesturing toward the other who holds an armful of oranges.]


Fig. 21

Edgar Degas, Acrobats at the Cirque Fernando (Francisca and Angelina Wartenberg), 1879. Oil on canvas, 131.2 × 99.2 cm. Art Institute of Chicago, Potter Palmer Collection





Artists like Georges Seurat turned the spotlight on the circus as a thrilling spectacle for a mass audience, an integral part of modern city life in Paris (fig. 22). Zurkinden, however, defined a narrower focus. In a small-format painting from 1937, a circus ring has been transplanted into a desert-like landscape whose barrenness and apparent boundlessness bring to mind the Surrealist landscapes of Giorgio de Chirico or Salvador Dalí (fig. 23). The circus artists in Zurkinden’s painting are confronted with the reality of their own existence. The mirror that she holds up to them (to us?) brings out not the performance for an audience but the variety of understandings of roles between the individual figures within the ring. The self-referential aspect of the two muscular men on the rug rolled out on the ground is unmistakable in the vanity and self-assurance of their poses; so is that of the three dancing female figures or the cello player farther back, who is observing the scene from a staggered second stage. The motif of the stage on the stage appears two more times, once in the semitransparent white curtain at the center, once in the backdrop set up in the left half of the picture. In other words, this is no longer about spectators watching a theatrical production from outside. Rather, the entirety of the pictorial reality becomes a spectacle; the distinction between inside and outside, between audience and performers is blurred.
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