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Chapter 1


Origins


History grants no dispensations; it comes for us all. People, no matter how exceptional or ordinary, political or disinterested, cannot escape the tumult of their time. This was as true of Chaim Soutine as it is of the rest of us. Soutine spent his golden years at the cultural epicenter of the globe during the busiest period of artistic excitement in the modern era, and he spent them as a giant. Yet he died in poverty, not unlike the poverty into which he was born. His contributions to art and to global human enrichment were singular: No one had ever painted like him before, and no one ever will again. But many painters, poets, and all those with appetites for beauty and excellence have supped at his canvases.


He had the misfortune of being born a Jew in Europe on the cusp of the twentieth century, and a Jew with an unappeasable addiction to the wealth of painting that Europe safeguards. Perhaps this was the reason that he did not leave France even after it was clear his bodily survival depended on it. That would have been like him, though it was also like him not to explain himself, so speculation is an open game.


Soutine consecrated his life entirely to his art, and that monomania yielded an oeuvre worthy of reverence and fascination. His obsessive dedication sealed him from the ordinary rhythms of human life—he had few friends, few lovers, and no family connections maintained with anything like sustained attention. His fanatical devotion to art gave his life meaning, but it could not protect it from the paroxysms of the periods through which he lived and the political upheaval that precipitated his death.


Soutine was born three times. The first was in 1893, as the tenth of what would soon be eleven children fathered by an impoverished mender in Smilovichi, a village some fifty kilometers from Minsk, in today’s Belarus.1 As a child he was underfed (malnutrition crippled him and ultimately contributed to his premature death) and oppressed by the parochialism that is a perpetual feature of life in small, religious villages. Yet in that village, miraculously, Soutine discovered his preternatural interest in art, despite the sepia-toned cultural backwater in which he found himself. He used to scrape a bar of charcoal against a wall or use a stick to trace figures in the mud. These were the early stirrings of a fixation that would drive him all his life.


At twenty years old his second life began as one in a swarm of artists who thronged to Paris in the first half of the twentieth century, freighted with foreign dreams. Soutine lived alongside Chagall, Modigliani, Pascin, and Léger. He frequented the same cafés as Picasso and befriended artists who studied with Matisse. After a decade of bohemian indigence, glamorous in retrospect though at the time he stank of sweat and filth and was tormented by the pangs of an empty belly, Soutine was abruptly scooped from poverty in 1923, when a wealthy American art collector bought fifty or so of his paintings and vaunted him from obscurity into the annals of art history. At last, a respected artist. This is the Soutine who was buried in Montparnasse Cemetery twenty years later, the Soutine whose work hangs on the walls of modern art museums the world over.


These, like all births, were births of circumstance, products of outside forces over which Soutine had little control. But Chaim Soutine remade himself with every brushstroke. His artistic development was an intense saga of autocreation. Two forces course through this man’s life: history, which manipulated him the way a palette knife crushes and scrapes the paint on a canvas, and Soutine himself, whose epic struggle for self-mastery, for the discipline and skill to communicate satisfactorily the energy of life itself, is recorded in the riots of paint that seethe on the canvases he left behind. Soutine happened to fumble into the burrows of political and artistic movements and found himself within various communities, but he was a member of no group and he did not cleave to friends. Paint was what occupied him, not ideologies or politics or even culture—paint, its peculiar demands and capacities. Unlike Matisse and Picasso, Soutine did not set about to revolutionize art; he was, to a startling degree, intellectually independent of his context, and so he contributed to the modern revolution without being in the throes of it. Soutine was alone even at the red-hot center.


Because he was a misanthropic, awkward, semisocialized genius, and because, in his own estimation, his work was primary and his personal relations hardly even tertiary, his art and the political and social context in which he made it together account for more or less the whole of the artist’s life. For this reason it is exasperating to discover the cataclysmic pronouncements that repeat, in most works on the subject, the notion that Soutine left behind hardly any letters, no diaries, no substantial record of his own thoughts put to paper, and so, with apologies, the man is terribly difficult to know. Left behind no trace of himself? But he is there, right before our eyes. The man was his art, and his paintings bellow from the walls on which they hang. As Hilton Kramer noted, in one of the rare accurate assessments of Soutine, “In a sense, Soutine had no biography outside his art; one might even say that his art was a substitute for a biography.”2 Yes, he left scarcely anything of value except the art to which he consecrated his sickly body and colossal, muscular mind. If he had embalmed his soul and set it behind glass, viewers could hardly achieve greater proximity to the man than they do in the galleries that shelter his work.


In every artist, a cavernous ache to justify one’s art, to assure oneself afresh with each new work that one is capable of intelligence and honesty and quickening originality, must rage unabated. Artists are, they ought to be, skinless creatures. Complacency is spiritual suicide, and confidence can set in like rigor mortis, calcifying even brilliance. In front of the canvas (or the microphone, or the keyboard) one is, every time, every minute, on trial. Soutine scholars recognize that the artist was in the grip of a sinister psychic torture, but too often they misdiagnose the pain. They believe his torments were historical. Yet his paintings were not riddled with the anxieties and terrors of the Jew in the twentieth century, as Elie Wiesel once indicated. The Cossacks and then the Nazis stalked him to an early death, but they had no authority inside his head, and there is no evidence of them in his work. There, only his inner demons presided. Owing to his turbulent style, he is often called an expressionist, but Soutine painted what he saw, not what he felt; and what he saw, what he noticed and studied, was energy: not anxiety, not alienation, not abjection, not intensity of feeling, but energy, extreme vitality, as he detected it in the world around him. He studied it, and then strove to seal it in paint. The profundity of that assignment is what tormented him. He scraped himself against his own high standards, and the ensuing lacerations charged his work.


Soutine’s fabled torment, his legendary anxiety and pain, is associated with and extrapolated from no paintings more than the ones that he completed in Céret from 1919 to 1921. Pain and anxiety, a heavy spiritual darkness, are what viewers most often remark upon when looking at these twisting works. It is not what Soutine set out to put in them. What an artist means to put in a work, or what he intends the work to mean or to be about, is not necessarily the same thing as what someone else finds there. And neither of these meanings is more true or more valuable, necessarily, than the other. In some cases what viewers find in a painting grants them insight into the artist—perhaps they detect an emotion or an orientation peculiar to the artist, though the artist did not mean to betray that element through their work. But just as often they misinterpret. One can always learn more about the creator through his creations than he meant for viewers to learn. And even when this is not true, the viewer is tempted to believe it—to assign qualities to the artist that the works have not obviously justified.


This projection of emotion onto a painting is an indulgence, and an indulgence too often taken with this particular artist. The viewer must be disciplined and rigorous—she owes it to the artist to be so. One must not extrapolate from one’s own associations and assume that the artist felt what she feels. Later in his career Soutine relished painting slabs of meat from the butcher shop. It is often said that this recurring subject betrays his absorbing fascination with death—the art critic David L. Shirey called it a “morbid fascination for flesh.”3 But Soutine’s fascination was emphatically with life, with the blood and veins and bones that facilitate living, which is why his still life paintings seem as vital as his portraits and landscapes.


Certainly, the capacity to communicate pain through paint does not confer the capacity to verbalize the meaning of that exercise even to oneself. He could have painted about pain and not have recognized pain as his subject the way one recognizes one’s intention cerebrally when articulating an idea. But he didn’t. That is not what Soutine was trying to do. And what viewers see in a work can obfuscate other qualities in it that reward scrutiny and demand respect. Partial understanding is one of the occupational hazards of interpretation.


Soutine was not attempting to paint torment or pain or any other inner state. Shirey was exactly wrong when he wrote, “[Soutine’s] paintings are not records of visual experience but rather the tormented outpourings of his feeling, what another great expressionist, Kandinsky, called ‘inner necessity.’ Soutine saw the world as an apocalyptic vision, a place of upheaval, misery and frustration, a delirium of alternating despairs and frantic jubilations. There was nothing cool or cerebral about Soutine’s approach to art.” The intensity with which an expression is communicated has nothing necessarily to do with the thoughtfulness with which it was developed. The fact that someone is speaking loudly does not mean that they have not thought about what they are saying. (Soutine’s favorite author was Dostoevsky, a writer whose rhetorical power was commensurate with his intellectual precision.)


Mistaking the vehemence of Soutine’s painting for an emotional end in itself is repeated often in Soutine literature.


What interested Soutine was what he was looking at, not what was inside him. He was creating records of visual experience. Viewers look at his works and notice the twistedness, the immense movement that Soutine simulated by painting with great speed and energy, and they conclude that this intensity was meant to communicate something about Soutine when it was in fact meant to communicate something about Céret. This is true even while it is also true that most viewers detect a profound anxiety in the Céret canvases.


Soutine arrived in Paris the summer of 1913, when he was twenty years old, unburdened by any social or communal expectations, sustained only by a consuming faith in his own capacity. It was the same year that the Ballets Russes debuted Le Sacre du printemps in Paris. Soutine, blind to the cultural riches he trudged past on his first days in the city, had only fifty rubles in his pockets. The money had been secured for him by the daughter of a certain Dr. Rafelkess, whom Soutine had met in Vilna and who had taken an interest in his success. It is said that he got off the train at the Gare du Nord and muttered the name “Kikoine” at passersby—Michel Kikoine was a close friend with whom he had studied painting in Minsk and Vilna and who had moved to Paris ahead of him and was awaiting his arrival. Or he approached passersby at the station and said, “Passage Dantzig,” the address of the artist colony La Ruche in Montparnasse where he hoped to find lodgings. He said so little because he spoke only Russian and Yiddish at the time.4 The young, destitute, monomaniacal Soutine, wearing the same paint-splattered coat he wore in every season, awkward, unwashed, and poorly fed, for the first time wandered the streets of Paris—a city with centuries of history that both rebuffed and entranced him.


This creative mecca had captivated his imagination long before that fateful summer. Kikoine recounted that while the two were living in a crowded, slovenly Lithuanian boarding house, Soutine fantasized about France: “We lived in the house of a good woman, whose husband was a railway worker, in a room with six beds, 15 kopecks per student. She was waiting for us at every hour of the day and night with a steaming samovar. I can see us again, coming out of school in small groups wading through the mud, splashing with our worn galoches… heatedly discussing art, life, and above all the future. Soutine’s fertile imagination traveled very far and presently Paris became the center of his preoccupations.”5 But the two men remained together in Vilna for three years, completing studies at the local Academy of Art that would prepare them for the entry exam of the École des Beaux-Arts de Paris, the renowned French academy founded in 1648.


According to Kikoine, “On the 13th of July, 1913, Soutine arrived in Paris, and on the 14th, at four o’clock in the morning, we were both sitting on the pavement in front of the Opera, in line for the free performance given for the national holiday. They played Hamlet and Soutine was charmed. He liked everything: the place, the sculptures, the decorations and the songs. He told me that if we didn’t make anything of ourselves in a city like Paris, it was because we were really incapable.” In truth, it is clear from the records of the police prefecture in Paris that Soutine arrived on or shortly before June 9, 1913, and had been in the city for over a month before Bastille Day of that year.6 Nonetheless, Kikoine’s recollection of the two Russian Jews celebrating their first Fête nationale française at the Paris Opera house is a moving one, even if it was beautified by memory.


On an early summer day in 1913, Soutine slouched toward La Ruche—or “the beehive,” so named for its octagonal shape—where he would join one of the most exciting artist colonies in modern history. La Ruche is located in the fifteenth arrondissement of Paris, about an hour and a half’s walk from the Gare du Nord train station. If he made the hike on foot, he would have walked down sloping Montmartre with the Basilica Sacré-Coeur (which had been under construction for thirty-eight years and would not be completed for another six) looming high behind him, down the winding hill and, eventually, past the Louvre. Did he understand the significance of that great urban mass when he first saw it? Did his heart pound, as it surely would the many times he entered it? His route would lead him over the Pont du Carrousel, from which he first peered into the Seine. The École des Beaux-Arts, where he would soon commence his studies, was just a block away.


Perhaps by now Soutine would have taken off his stained jacket and slung it over his shoulder as he trudged deeper into the Left Bank. The rue de Vaugirard would have carried him up a steep hill along rickety blocks all the way to the slaughterhouses and their fields, beside which La Ruche was nestled some thirty minutes from the heart of town. If he followed this path, he would not have seen the Boulevard de Montparnasse his first day in the city—the rue de Vaugirard cuts past it, farther west. Later the barstools and wicker chairs that line that grand thoroughfare would become a kind of home for him, offering constant solace till his death. Soutine moved his studio often—he found routine stultifying—but that strip of cafés and restaurants would be a source, perhaps the only source, of stability for the entirety of his time in Paris. The tables of the café La Rotonde would bear witness to Soutine’s transformation from a shy, uncouth novice—inchoately conscious of his own great capacity, trembling with the kinetic energy of this potential—to a successful, established artist, still thin and sickly, but finer, perfumed, and well read, and with a firm grip on the elegant vibrations that vivify his late work. Thirty years and one month after his arrival, he would be buried a short walk away from La Rotonde, in Montparnasse Cemetery, just steps from the site of his own evolution. But that summer day in 1913, no one he passed on the streets could imagine how much those blocks would change and endure in the three decades into which the city was about to be hurled.


The art world into which Soutine was forcing himself was not a place at peace. In that city, salons, the institution upon which most artists’ careers depended, were presided over by traditionalists who were anxious to keep bohemians in the streets and out of the galleries. Academic pompiers such as William-Adolphe Bouguereau, the distinguished but kitschy painter who was president of the École des Beaux-Arts de Paris, maintained a tyrannical power over the standards of French art, imposing them most publicly by rejecting works that did not conform to the accepted canons of the official Salon of the Académie des Beaux-Arts.


This stranglehold was momentously loosened in 1883. After having been rejected by the Salon three years earlier, the impressionists and postimpressionists organized a Salon des Refusés (the second in twenty years), after which the Société des Artistes Indépendants was founded. Cézanne and Van Gogh were among the participants in the first Salon des Indépendants. (Had their names been whispered amongst the students at the art academies in Minsk and Vilna? Did Soutine know that the tradition into which he was hoping to gain entry was under attack from within? And that he, willing or not, would be enlisted in that battle?) Since the new salon had no jury, it lacked a wider prestige. As an alternative, the competitive Salon d’Automne was held for the first time in 1903, in the newly built Petit Palais, which had been constructed for the World’s Fair of 1900. Two years later Matisse, Derain, and their cohort famously exhibited paintings in the hot, violent colors that prompted the art critic Louis Vauxcelles to call them fauves or “wild beasts.” The year of Soutine’s arrival was the same year that the historic Armory Show in the United States first introduced American audiences to the French avant-garde. This enormous exhibition of sixteen hundred paintings infuriated the American public. Students at the Art Institute of Chicago hanged Matisse in effigy and burned copies of what they considered his most offensive paintings.7


Van Gogh was cold in a coffin three years before Soutine was born, but his shadow shrouded the city into which legions of scrappy young artists surged at the start of the twentieth century. Soutine himself would spend the first several years of his artistic career working through Van Gogh’s legacy, as is evident from the few earliest paintings by his hand to which we still have access, all of which were painted in Paris.8 Perhaps it was the manifestly profound effect that the dead master had on Soutine that caused him to vociferously insist against this influence later in life, just as he would do with Cézanne. Soutine shirked attachment; his relationship to his work was zealously solitary, and he rebuffed creative companionship. He expressed allegiance only to the great masters who were long dead, so mythologized their memories were practically otherworldly.


This was not true of many of the other artists of the avant-garde with whom Soutine would rub shoulders in Paris. Many of the Jews who flung off their yarmulkes and journeyed out of the past and into the future simply replaced one community for another. Isms abounded. Dadaism, futurism, cubism, surrealism, even expressionism, with which Soutine is often associated (I suspect he would have snarled at the descriptor, as it infringes on his singularity), were new traditions that endeavored to replace old ones. Picasso, Max Jacob, and Apollinaire were not just friends; they were coconspirators. A common kinetic energy flowed through the group and vivified each one’s work. They demanded progress from their comrades, onward, onward, into the new world they were building. Similarly, though Marc Chagall did not join a movement or pen a manifesto, and though he associated more comfortably with poets than other painters, he depended on the insights of such figures as Apollinaire and Blaise Cendrars. Their estimation affected his perception of his own work, and their pressure, like a weight on his shoulders, enticed him to break new ground. But Soutine was otherwise constituted. Though he was granted entry at the École des Beaux-Arts in 1913 and studied in the atelier of Fernand Cormon (just as Van Gogh and Toulouse-Lautrec had before him), his true education took place at the Louvre. He devoted himself to Rembrandt, Chardin, and Courbet, who whispered in his ear while he stood before his easel.9 But a man, even an artist, must eat, and for a Jew in Paris in 1913, the best way to secure nourishment and a safe space to sleep was to shelter with other Jews.


La Ruche, Soutine’s first home in Paris, was a near-mythological place. The ambition that burned in the breasts and the brushes of the immigrant artists at La Ruche was not enough to warm them on winter nights. Hunger is what lured them to Paris and hunger is what kept them there—a zealous spiritual hunger that fortified them against the physical hunger which incessantly rumbled in the bellies of these painters, poets, and musicians, many of them Jews, who clawed their way from their respective shtetls to the City of Light. La Ruche was among the many artist complexes in Montparnasse that collectively sheltered the École de Paris, or the “School of Paris,” which is what the French art critics christened the swarms of immigrants suddenly overflowing their academies and their galleries in the early decades of the twentieth century.


It is often said that La Ruche was designed by Gustave Eiffel himself. Like many of the legends that cloud the legacy of the School of Paris, this is a half truth. The full tale begins with the World’s Fair of 1900, held in Paris from April to October of that year, just over a decade after the international exhibition of 1889, for which Eiffel built his grand tower. (Dumas, Maupassant, Bouguereau, and Meissonier were among the many writers and artists who signed the protest against Eiffel’s steel monstrosity, the “ridiculous tower dominating Paris like a gigantic black factory chimney… a dishonor to the city.”) General Commissioner Alfred Picard, dubbed by the press the most important man in France, was determined that his exhibition in 1900 would exceed in brilliance and magnitude all its predecessors, and it did. Construction began eight years in advance and included the Grand Palais, the Petit Palais, the Métro, the Gare d’Orsay, and the Pont Alexandre. The fairground spanned 543 acres and included pavilions representing forty-seven countries, all battling to demonstrate their technological and cultural preeminence. It was visited by fifty-one million people over the course of six months.


The world’s first moving sidewalk, the first passenger trolleybus line, and an electrotrain ran through the exhibits. The Grande Roue de Paris, a Ferris wheel ninety-six meters high, was the tallest Ferris wheel in the world at its opening. The fair also saw the first escalator, which won first prize at the exposition, and diesel engines, electric cars, dry cell batteries, electric fire engines, a telegraphone, and also the world’s first matryoshka dolls. Thus France ushered in the new century by insisting again upon its status as the epicenter of the globe.


Reveling in the celebrations of the fin de siècle, the organizers and the attendees were of course blind to the radical political, social, and cultural convulsions into which the world was about to be thrown. The boys whose blood would soon soak the Continent were mere toddlers. Einstein’s theory of general relativity, and its ramifications for the perception and understanding of the world, was fifteen years away. Philosophers and psychologists such as Henri Bergson and William James would soon describe human experience as essentially fractured and confused and improvisatory. Freud was poised to unleash the unconscious on European culture. The transformations that resulted from these upheavals helped to unsettle the stultifying art world as well. This was the context in which the creative tumult at La Ruche was possible.


When the fair was over, the city auctioned off many of the structures that had sprouted up around Paris since 1892. Most of the others were demolished. In a remarkable stroke of magnanimity, however, the renowned (and hugely successful) sculptor Alfred Boucher, a friend of Rodin’s and Camille Claudel’s mentor, did the city a favor: He bought several items from the municipal auction, including a building-sized octagonal wine rotunda that Eiffel had designed for the exposition, statues of costumed women from the Indochina pavilion, and a grand iron gate from the Palace of Women, all of which were dismantled and then reassembled on the Passage Dantzig in the fifteenth arrondissement. Boucher turned the hodgepodge of structures into La Ruche, which he called the Villa de Medici.


In fact there has never been much about the place reminiscent of the Medici. It consists of bunks, studios, a gallery space, and large rooms into which artists could troop for weekly free life-drawing classes. The eight-sided building does indeed resemble a beehive. Visitors may still climb the same winding wooden steps Soutine once hobbled up and down, all the way to the compact, sunlight-flooded studio in which Chagall worked on the top floor all those years ago. As at its founding, the rent has remained cheap. Boucher never made a fuss when the rent was late. Some of the tenants took unfair advantage—one artist managed to live on credit for twelve years, without producing a single painting or sculpture. A forty-minute walk to the storied cafés La Rotonde and Le Dôme, and an hour by foot from the École des Beaux-Arts, La Ruche was well situated in the burgeoning bohemia of Montparnasse, which soon replaced Montmartre as the hotbed of the avant-garde. (The neighborhood sealed its primary status when Picasso moved from Montmartre to Montparnasse in 1912.) The Beehive opened officially in 1902, and the secretary of state for fine arts (a French position if ever there was one) attended the dedication ceremony, at which an orchestra played “La Marseillaise.”


The inside of La Ruche is circular, with a dim skylight so weak it brightens only the top floor, which was therefore the most expensive. (Chagall, among the wealthiest tenants when he first arrived, was able to afford a top-floor space.) All the rest were cast in gloomy shadow unrelieved by the grimy windows that made up a wall of each studio. The stink of unwashed tenants—no contemporary source mentions indoor bathrooms—and the filth were infamous, and they mixed with the pungent scent of oil paints that filled the whole building. Misery was heaviest on the ground floor, where rats, roaches, screeching cats, and mangy dogs took shelter with the poorest tenants, Soutine among them. The mattresses atop the iron beds were infested with bedbugs, the corridors and staircases dusty and stained. All was in a constant state of disorder, so much so that the whole place resembled the backstage of an abandoned theater; dirty busts, statues, vases, moldy fruit, and dead flowers cluttered the hallways, the detritus of innumerable still-life paintings. Every surface was splattered with paint. In the garden surrounding the building grew lime trees, chestnut trees, lilac bushes, and an enormous cherry tree, all of which have thickened with the years and still keep guard over the building like potbellied gargoyles. From the neighboring slaughterhouses (now long gone, as high-rises have encroached and hulk over the courtyard), where Chagall and others painted, the condemned cows, cattle, and pigs were audible in the dorms.


In other words, if you were a penurious but determined painter, it was home. During the day sculptors and painters who did not live there would use the studio space. They had very little to do with the inhabitants who made up its ecosystem. Next to the main building, down a flight of dank, mud-encrusted steps, stood a double cottage where Boucher kept his own studio and workshop. When he was not wandering the halls and peeking into the studios of the little colony that he had founded, checking on his bees, it was where he worked. Boucher liked to brag that he had influenced Rodin, but his grateful if slightly condescending tenants wondered aloud whether the influence did not run in the opposite direction.


Word of this haven spread quickly among the immigrants with vivid imaginations and empty pockets, and La Ruche expanded considerably in the 1910s. Soutine, Michel Kikoine, Pinchus Krémègne, Fernand Léger, Alexander Archipenko, Henri Laurens, Paul-Albert Girard, and René Thomsen were among the tenants who benefited from Boucher’s sanctuary. They were followed by many others of various nationalities, ideals, and dispositions, and Boucher assiduously bought up little huts, shacks, and hovels around the main edifice, into which his colony overflowed. There were nearly 140 workshops by the time he finished expanding. Writers such as the poet Blaise Cendrars (who wrote a poem about the place), Apollinaire, and the art critic Maximilien Gauthier often visited. Rumors circulated that the socialist Adolph Joffe and even Lenin himself dropped by at one time. (It is certain that he and Trotsky frequented Le Dôme, one of the cafés in Montparnasse that would become a haunt for the circle of German artists from La Ruche, during Lenin’s brief exile in Paris from 1909 to 1911.)


In the eternal battle between commerce and art, the shopkeepers and the restaurant owners surrounding the hive chose the losing side. Boucher knew that, more often than not, his artists ate and drank on credit. To repay this generous folly he converted a nearby house into a makeshift, dilapidated, and exceedingly romantic theater. Up to three hundred people could squeeze inside for the performances, and the entry fee was optional: Everyone paid what they could. With the help of the city, he organized productions, until he had the brilliant idea to invite undiscovered actors and directors to try their hand at running the show. The gambit was a wild success. Renowned stars of the stage and early film such as Charles Le Bargy, Maurice de Féraudy (the father of Jacques de Féraudy), and Édouard Alexandre de Max had their start there. Marguerite Morena, Jacques Hébertot, and the heartthrob theater actor and movie star Louis Jouvet also appeared at La Ruche. Jouvet (who at the time still spelled his name Jouvey) stuck around for several years. It was at La Ruche that he met Jacques Copeau, the theater director and founder of Théâtre du Vieux-Colombier, where Jouvet would go on to early celebrity.


Jouvet aside, most of the La Ruche denizens were Jews, and the appellation “School of Paris” was meant to distinguish the foreign contaminants from L’École Française, the “School of France,” which, according to street gossip as well as literary magazines, the émigrés were polluting. Soutine arrived in Paris when this dynamic was already in full swing, but it only got stronger over his lifetime. In a monograph on the painter André Dunoyer de Segonzac, which appeared in Le Carnet de la semaine (a widely read weekly magazine) in 1925, the art critic Louis Vauxcelles (himself a French Jew as well as a textbook arriviste who was petrified that his unsavory Semitic brethren would upset his position in the art establishment) proclaimed that “a barbarian horde has rushed upon Montparnasse, descending [on the art galleries of] rue La Boétie from the cafes of the fourteenth arrondissement.… These are people from ‘elsewhere’ who ignore and at their hearts look down on what Renoir has called the gentleness of the École Française—that is, our race’s virtue of tact.” (Note that anxious “our.”)


The art critic Fritz Vanderpyl was a good deal nastier. In a 1924 article titled “Is There Such a Thing as Jewish Painting?” which appeared in the Mercure de France, he gnashed his teeth: “In the absence of any trace of Jewish art in the Louvre, we are nevertheless witnessing a swarming of Jewish painters in the postwar salons. The Lévys are legion, Maxime Lévy, Irene and Flore Lévy, Simon Lévy, Alkan Lévy, Isidore Lévy, Claude Lévy, etc.… Not to mention the Lévys who prefer to exhibit under pseudonyms, a move that would be quite in line with the ways of modern Jews, and without mentioning the Weills, the Zadoks, whose names one comes across on every page of the salon catalogues.”


A year later the magazine L’Art vivant asked significant members of the Parisian art-sphere which ten living artists should be included in the permanent collection of a new museum of French modern art. The prominent Polish Jewish painter Moïse Kisling replied with commendable venom: “Simone Lévy, Leopold Lévy, Rudolph Lévy, Maxime Lévy, Irène Lévy, Flore Lévy, Isidore Lévy, Claude Lévy, Benoit Lévy, et Moïse Kisling.” The Jewish painters of Paris had pride.


“You left either famous or dead,” Chagall said about La Ruche, into which he moved in the fall of 1911. An overstatement, but barely. Soutine and Chagall overlapped for one year at La Ruche. Other cohabitants included Archipenko, Modigliani, Kikoine, Krémègne, and Lipschitz, as well as many others whose names have been forgotten. Their bohemian romance did not end well, and not only because success eluded so many. In the early 1940s, history found its cruel way to the Beehive, and many of its artists were carted off, by German Nazis and French collaborators, to the notorious deportation center at Drancy in a northeast suburb of Paris, and from there to their extinction in concentration camps in the east, mainly Auschwitz. The Yiddish literature about these people refers to them as “our martyred artists,” though in the years Soutine lived and later visited La Ruche, liveliness was certainly among its dominant characteristics. It was an escape—a reprieve, rather—from a hostile world.


Soutine joined many eastern European Jews at La Ruche—they accounted for the majority of its occupants—but the fact that they all fled the same kinds of pogroms does not mean they all came from the same kinds of towns. The term shtetl is misleading. Today, the word is often used by Jews to shroud a distant ancestral village in nostalgia. The Yiddish term shtot literally means “city,” and the diminutive ending in “shtetl” originally marked the place as a small city. “Shtetl” originally referred to any town within the Russian Empire, no matter its size or sophistication, where Jewish citizens lived and contributed significantly to the local economy, the heart of which was the marketplace. The marketplace was the dominant feature of the shtetl, its center, and it is therefore useful to also think of a shtetl as an auxiliary commercial center often just a train stop away from a major city. Shtetls—or more properly shtetlakh—differed from other cities and towns because of their Jewishness, history, and peculiar economy. So long as the Russians allowed the shtetls to function in this unique manner, they flourished.


This was permitted for roughly the first fifty years after the Russians began to incorporate more and more of Poland and Lithuania into Russia itself. Russia, as ever, could devour but not digest. It grew increasingly insecure about its cultural hegemony within an empire that had swelled to contain every religion and ethnicity in existence, and myriad cultural identities, none of which dissolved with ease into the Russian welter. The state tightened its reins and gave its blessing to all forms of anti-Semitism, including violent expressions of it. Shtetls were strangled into stagnation and decay, just as other minorities’ freedoms were constrained.10 The archetypal shtetl, Anatevka, created by Sholem Aleichem in his fiction and sentimentalized by Fiddler on the Roof, has stamped an image of an impoverished and culturally backward eastern European Jewish life into our collective imagination, but the reality was much richer and more complicated.


The Russian Jewish artists at La Ruche had all been born in Russian towns with Jewish communities, but, for example, Soutine and Chagall did not come from remotely the same backgrounds. Marc Chagall (born Moishe Shagal), whose paintings, ironically, assisted in the mythification of the shtetl, came from Vitebsk, which was not a village at all but a large multicultural city, the capital of the Vitebsk province. Like Soutine’s Smilovichi, Vitebsk is now part of Belarus. Chagall’s parents were both born in Lyozno, a town in Mohilev province with 1,660 Jews, who accounted for 67.3 percent of the overall population. (Vitebsk, by contrast, had 34,420 Jews.) Chagall’s paternal grandfather moved to Vitebsk with his eldest son, Hatskl, Chagall’s father, and worked as a Hebrew teacher (a language he failed to pass on to his grandson—Chagall could not speak or understand even basic Hebrew). A relative of the Shagals back in Lyozno died soon after their arrival, and the eldest remaining daughter, Feyge-Ite, joined the Shagals in Vitebsk and married Hatskl. Feyge-Ite was fifteen years old when Moishe Shagal was born in 1887.


Though Marc would travel to Lyozno to visit family throughout his childhood, he was raised in bustling Vitebsk. He attended heder, where the boys were taught Hebrew literacy, Bible, and Jewish practices, until age thirteen, after which his mother was able to bribe her son’s way into a Russian school, at which he was expected, for the first time in his life, to speak Russian. That same year he began taking classes at Yuri Pen’s School of Art, founded in 1897, and among the first Jewish institutions to train artists. Like many of the Jews of his city, in adolescence Chagall renounced religion and did not engage in Jewish practice or study Jewish texts for the rest of his long life, though, as is clear from his paintings, the tradition became stylistically and symbolically significant to him.11 Chagall moved to St. Petersburg in 1907 and attended the St. Petersburg Academy, where he studied with artists like Léon Bakst (who became the celebrated costume designer of the Ballets Russes) and Mstislav Dobuzhinsky. He moved on to Paris in 1910.


Chagall said that the colors in Vitebsk were like those of the shoes of its residents. “Because of this color, we all fled from there.”12 But Vitebsk was technicolor compared to Smilovichi. During Soutine’s childhood, 3,498 people lived there, making it only a little larger than Lyozno. It was a small village, then part of the Russian Empire, though it had originally been in the district of Minsk within the Grand Duchy of Lithuania. (The Russians conquered the territory in 1793, one hundred years before Soutine’s birth.) Most of its inhabitants were Jews. There were two Orthodox churches, a mosque, and five synagogues. Separate schools for boys and girls had opened in the 1860s, but the Jewish students attended heder. The small town also had a postal station, tanneries, two mills, nine bars, two hotels, a bakery, and small wineries and breweries. Fairs were held on Sundays in the square.13


Already in the early nineteenth century, the tsar was growing wary of his new Jewish subjects. In 1804 the first statute imposed on all the Jews of Russia required them to adopt surnames. This was an effort to squelch the success of the shtetl by making it easier for the state to track and control its Jewish subjects and to shatter Jewish self-reliance. The change radically altered Jewish legal and administrative status; it was part of the transition of shtetl life from an obscure but tolerated enigma to an entity that could be monitored, classified, and unambiguously identified. Theoretically, after this innovation Jews could forthwith be registered in censuses, issued passports, and recorded in registers. In reality, Jews thwarted their monitors, knowing full well that they could not bear the ensuing taxes that were placed on the community as a whole rather than on individuals. Poor Jews simply could not afford the tax burden—some starved to death from the strain. The surname acquisition process was slow, and over the course of the 1800s Jews selected surnames that generally related to occupations, personal characteristics, or places of residence, though within the community Jews continued to refer to one another using traditional names and nicknames. The name Soutine is the French rendition of Sutin, which was a town in Belarus. All contemporary Sutins are probably descendants of former residents of the region surrounding that location. (Evidence suggests that none of the original Sutins were from Sutin, but instead from the surrounding areas.)14


There are records of ןיטוס, the Hebrew of Soutine’s family name, mentioned in Hebrew-language newspapers as residents of Smilovichi. In 1898 the publication ha-Melitz, the first Hebrew-language newspaper in Russia, mentioned a Nachum Soutine from Smilovichi who donated money to the Jewish community in the Holy Land in honor of a friend’s marriage. The notice reads, “I hereby bless my dear friend Eliyahu Halprin [for his wedding to Hinda Ezherwitz] and donate 50 kopeks to the settlement of the land of Israel on contract 261/10.”15


The notice reveals a few interesting sociological facts about Soutine’s immediate family. First, a close relative who lived nearby had enough money to donate a small amount to the Zionist effort, then in its infancy. Chovevei Tzion, or Lovers of Zion, the organization through which the funds would have been donated, was a network of Russian proto-Zionist organizations that had been founded seventeen years earlier in response to the pogroms rumbling through Russian Jewish communities. Chovevei Tzion was the forerunner of the modern Zionist political movement founded by Theodor Herzl. A member of the Soutine family was a committed supporter of the movement, which means Chaim himself grew up hearing about it. And indeed, in the subsequent few decades, while Soutine was in Paris, some of his siblings fled to the mandate of Palestine. It is also of interest that someone in young Chaim’s close circle was a reader of ha-Melitz at all. It was a paper of the Haskalah, the Jewish enlightenment, a liberal movement within the Russian Jewish community.


Zalman and Sara Sutin’s rickety wooden house, bursting with eleven children, looked out onto the main square of Smilovichi “in which markets used to take place twice or thrice a week. The plot of land that belonged to the Sutins extended toward the Volma River, which would flood their garden in spring. A road to the left of the house led to Minsk, and on the right one of the town’s synagogues proudly stood.” Faïbich-Schraga Zarfin, an artist six years Soutine’s junior who also grew up in Smilovichi, reported that Zalman Sutin, Chaim’s father, was “a tailor of a low stature and pleasant appearance, [who] grew up in a very religious family. After the prayers in the synagogue he would go to Zarfin’s house together with his friends for a glass of liquor and a piece of cake.”16


The Soutine mythology regarding his childhood, fattened by gossip over the decades in which he was alive, insists that his early years were miserable, and that this misery tinctured his whole life, dogged him, and darkened the paintings to which he dedicated himself after fleeing Smilovichi. Zarfin paints a radically different picture: “In his childhood, Soutine loved sauntering around the market together with peasants, running around the fields, or spending hours sitting on the riverbank.… Already as children, we both drew—he would cover the walls of his house with drawings, and I would draw in my father’s account books. Chaim drew portraits, and I drew fire fighters.… Soutine liked to copy photographs and made enlarged copies, whose similarity to the original fascinated the village people.”


At the age of ten, Soutine left heder and began working for his sister Celia’s husband, who was a tailor in Minsk, forty kilometers from Smilovichi.17 Perhaps he lived with his sister’s family in the city, though the distance was meager enough that he could have hitched nightly rides home with fellow Smilovichians who worked in the city during the day. After four years in that position, Chaim began an apprenticeship for a photographer in Minsk, and he enrolled in the art school of the painter Jacob Kruger, formally commencing the fine arts education that had informally begun long before.18


Decades later Soutine recalled that one of his earliest memories was of studying the patterns cast by a ray of sunshine on the ground. That precocious fascination was the true beginning of his painterly education. A painter must be intensely present, acutely attuned to the infinite and minute qualities that characterize material existence, whipped as it always is by mysterious energies. He must notice that a sun’s ray brightens the top of a table but darkens its side, how movement courses through a body, the hues of a flower petal, which dissolve into one another. This presentness, this electric sensitivity, yields knowledge that accumulates over time into an inventory of understandings and techniques with which a painter is able to create a convincing universe on a canvas. Later the peculiar qualities of paint itself must be studied with the same obsessive intensity, since, as Hans Hofmann noted, “Pictorial life is not imitated life, it is, on the contrary, a created reality based on the inherent life within every medium of expression.”19 The tubed substance, the way it spreads, scrapes, and blends, must be mastered so an artist can make it sing. Soutine would become one of the supreme masters of both these dimensions—the world of the canvas and the world around it. He had a startlingly intimate and original relationship with both paint and matter. A profound compulsion drove him to force these two worlds into one another. And the skills required to achieve that end were first acquired in Jacob Kruger’s small school.


The scholarship on Soutine often suggests that his father insisted he become a tailor, and that he was brutally punished for pursuing an artistic career. Consider this paragraph written by Maurice Tuchman, a great authority on the painter, in Soutine’s catalogue raisonné:


By the age of thirteen Soutine loved to draw and would sketch on any scrap of paper he could find or on the walls with charcoal. He was ridiculed for this by his family (his father wanted him to become a cobbler or a tailor) and was actually punished physically for his “crime.” Two of his older brothers constantly taunted him saying, “A Jew must not paint,” and they beat him mercilessly. Their cruelty became almost a ritual. Soutine would break free from his brothers and hide in the woods near the village until hunger forced him home. He would return to find milk and warm black bread, which he dearly loved, laid on the table. But when he crept into the kitchen he would be beaten again by his waiting brothers.20


The source Tuchman gives for this story of the young Soutine’s martyrdom for art is Chana Orloff’s essay “Mon Ami Soutine,” which was published in English in The Jewish Chronicle in 1963—twenty years after Soutine’s death and about twenty-three years after Orloff’s friendship with Soutine was cut off by the Nazi invasion. Orloff was a painter and sculptor who befriended Soutine and lived next door to him in the 1930s. She was apparently repeating stories Soutine himself had told her, though all the Soutine legends, no matter how outlandish or impossible, are attributed by second parties to Soutine himself. Whatever the case may be, her recollections are somewhat inconsistent with Zarfin’s, who recalls that Soutine would proudly and regularly visit Smilovichi while he was enrolled in art school in Vilna, and conspicuously walk the streets wearing his school uniform.


Tuchman goes on to claim that Soutine would never have escaped Smilovichi if it had not been for a stroke of dark luck. As the story goes, sometime in 1909 Soutine was caught drawing a portrait of an old Jewish man (which is forbidden according to certain strict readings of Jewish law) and was then badly beaten. His family lodged a complaint, and Soutine was subsequently awarded the money with which he could afford to go study in Minsk. Yet Zarfin and Kikoine both dispute this narrative. Zarfin recalls, “As he was drawing a portrait of the eighty-five-year-old man, the latter’s children came running and chased Soutine away, beating him with sticks. Soutine filed a complaint about having been beaten and injured. The lay magistrate, a learned man of German origin, ruled that the wrongdoers should pay a fine of fifteen rubles. Soutine was head over heels with excitement: now he could buy the necessary materials and rent a room, as in our town he was renting a space that he used as a studio.”


Zarfin’s version of the story makes more sense than Tuchman’s. For one thing, Soutine was already working in Minsk when he was ten years old, six years before the alleged incident. Tuchman also says that Kikoine and Soutine departed for Minsk together, with the awarded money, when in fact Kikoine was not from Smilovichi but from Rechytsa, a city about 250 kilometers away. The two met in Minsk. Tuchman conjures an archetypal image of a cruel father intent to force his son into the family business, but, as already explained, Soutine stopped working as an apprentice to a tailor and worked instead for a photographer when he started taking art classes in Minsk.


Soutine’s first art teacher, Kruger, was born in 1869 and studied at the Kiev Art School, the Académie Julian in Paris, and then at the Saint Petersburg Academy of Arts. He returned to Minsk in 1900 and began giving classes in 1904. Two years later, Kruger converted three empty rooms in the private two-story home of a confectionary merchant into a small art school. His students were not wealthy, and often he waived the tuition fee. Perhaps Soutine was among the beneficiaries of his generosity—it is difficult to imagine how else young Chaim could have afforded classes. Canvases, brushes, and paints are expensive enough on their own. Even if his parents had been willing to support his education, they would not have had the money to spare. Kruger’s style of painting was highly academic. While details about the courses taught in his school are unknown, it is likely that Soutine was given a formal, traditional education for the year and a half that he remained under Kruger’s supervision. What is certain is that in those three rooms, Chaim Soutine’s artistic career began.


Kikoine’s son, Yankel, remembers his father telling him that Soutine had befriended a man named Smilevitch, a dentist, who encouraged him to go study at the Vilna Fine Arts Academy. Heeding the advice, Soutine soon dragged his friend to Vilna, and “a few months later they were registered for classes and hard at work.”21 How he afforded the trip is not clear, though the distance was short enough that Soutine continued to return home to Smilovichi throughout his stay in Vilna.


The school to which Soutine was headed had a complicated history. In 1863, Lithuania and Poland had attempted by military means to break off from the Russian Empire. They failed. In response to that uprising, Russia violently suppressed all traditional expressions of Lithuanian and Polish identity. Cultural institutions were dismantled, and new institutions, designed as agents of Russification, were established. To that end, the Vilna Fine Arts Academy opened its doors in 1866, headed by the artist Ivan Trutnev, an alumnus of the Saint Petersburg Academy of Arts. A district supervisor, Ivan Kornilov, wrote, “Educational institutions must imperceptibly serve for the purpose of moral and, thus, ultimate merging of the Western region with the remaining part of Russia. These are our noble aims and achieving them is the basic duty of the Vilnius Educational District.”22


The school became legendary for its noted alumni, many of whom, like Soutine, went on to study in Paris, much to the ire of the tsarist officials who had expected to churn out future students and professors of the Saint Petersburg Academy. (Arbit Blatas’s memoir about Michel Kikoine is titled Montparnasse, the Capital of Lithuanian Art.) Trutnev devoted immense effort to developing a curriculum that would prepare students for entry into the finest academies in Europe. While he remained a loyal patriot of the state, his primary interest was in educating his students, not in feeding them propaganda. He agitated for the Saint Petersburg Academy to send teaching aids, Greek and Roman gypsum heads, and oil paintings from its vast collection, and also textbooks. Soutine benefited from Trutnev’s unremitting commitment to securing an exemplary education for his students. Starting in 1871, the Saint Petersburg Academy of Arts held drawing competitions every three years, and then every six years, which drew applicants from across the Russian Empire, and through those competitions the Vilna Fine Arts Academy garnered an empire-wide reputation for excellence. Its students were awarded medals and earned letters of commendation, and its teachers were honored.


It remained open until 1915, when it was forced to shutter due to the war. The academy’s entire collection was relocated to Samara, a city located two thousand kilometers west of Vilna at the intersection of the Volga and Samara Rivers. While it remained operative, attendance was open to Jews, women, and the poor. A four-year curriculum was instituted in 1893. Ivan Rybakov, also an alumnus of the Saint Petersburg Academy of Arts, became Trutnev’s assistant in 1899; he taught drawing and painting to the male students. After Trutnev’s death in 1908, Rybakov was appointed head of the academy, where he remained in management until 1913, when he traveled to France.23 He and Soutine arrived in that cultural epicenter in the same year. Soutine’s journey was funded by the mysterious Dr. Rafelkess, who also sent Soutine a regular stipend for the first few years of his stay in Paris. The sympathy and magnanimity of this figure severed for good Soutine’s connection with Smilovichi. He never returned to the town of his birth.


Zalman Sutin, Chaim’s father, had a special coat made in honor of Soutine’s impending journey, which he gifted him on Soutine’s last stay under his roof. Just a few years later, Soutine’s family was either murdered or driven out by pogroms. Soutine kept the coat for quite a while. He is wearing it in all four of his self-portraits, and in the portraits that Modigliani painted of him.24


Soutine was enrolled in the atelier of Fernand Cormon at the École des Beaux-Arts on July 17, 1913, about a month after his arrival in Paris.25 He would have heard about Cormon’s studio while still in Vilna. Twenty-eight years earlier, Vincent van Gogh had met Toulouse-Lautrec in that same atelier. Cormon was a painter and a traditionalist, and was more interested in painting than developing artistic theories. Or, as Jules Flandrin furiously wrote, “His head is empty, quite empty! Puts all his effort into knocking up some sort of picture, and that’s it! As for ever having given a moment’s thought to what art itself might be, he’s congenitally incapable of it!”26 Van Gogh remained in the class until he and Cormon quarreled so violently over artistic differences that the student tried to shoot his teacher. When Matisse arrived at Cormon’s door in 1899 and produced a characteristically daring work, Cormon quietly asked his assistant, “Is he over thirty?” (The Beaux-Arts enforced an under-thirty age limit.) “Yes.” “Does he know what he’s doing?” “Yes.” “Then he’ll have to go.”27 Soutine arrived fourteen years after Matisse was thrown out.


It is not known how Soutine gained entry to the École des Beaux-Arts, since one had to be accepted into a studio there and could not simply sign up. (This is in contrast with schools like the Russian Academy and the Académie Julian, where students such as Modigliani and Matisse went if they were not accepted at the École des Beaux-Arts—or if, as in Matisse’s case, they were removed from it.) It is possible that Soutine simply visited Cormon armed with a portfolio of selected works, and on the basis of that viewing the teacher granted him admission. Soutine had spent the previous three and a half years developing a body of work and would likely have taken the best fruits of that period with him to Paris as a calling card. The French artist Robert Fernier enrolled in Cormon’s studio just a month before Soutine did.28 He describes the studio thusly: “The gray walls were covered, at eye level, with thick palette scrapings which gave them a repulsive appearance. A rickety board held old studies and many more were spread over several rows.… A pale light was cast on a forest of easels radiating out from a plateau where a nude model was placed. In a loft, old materials ended their careers. You could make out a cupboard, sinks, and three windows opening onto a shaded and charming courtyard.”


Soutine was not the only Russian Jew who matriculated into Cormon’s atelier that year. Emmanuel Mané-Katz recalled meeting Soutine in the studio: “In 1913, I entered Cormon’s studio, at the École des Beaux-Arts. My Russian shirt and small build won me sympathy and I escaped the usual bullying. I kept quiet in my corner doing my best to pass unnoticed when one day I heard someone singing a Jewish song close to me. I turned around. The singing stopped. I resumed work: the melody resumed. Exceedingly intrigued, I discovered the explanation for the mystery only at the end of the class. A boy with a tense face and bulging eyes approached me. It was Soutine.”29


It is possible that Soutine’s lifelong dedication to the Louvre was initiated by Cormon. According to Fernier, the renowned professor used to invite groups of students to accompany him to the museum, where he would formally induct them into the French artistic tradition.


There, in direct communion with the authentic masterpieces of the nineteenth century, he would explain their significance to us, and carry on his lectures in a liberal spirit. He admired Ingres, Courbet, and Manet but his favorite was Delacroix about whom he would often speak. He compared The Entry of the Crusaders in Constantinople [Delacroix, 1840], The Burial at Ornans [Courbet, 1849–1850], and the Portrait of M. Bertin [Ingres, 1832] with Olympia [Manet, 1863–1865]: “Paintings which are inspired and executed by different things are linked together by one common trait: genius.” What love did he arouse in his students in that room for an art about which they were still ignorant both of its difficulties and of its satisfactions. These visits in his company, filling our hearts with immense trouble, spurred our ambitions.30


Soutine spent only a few years under Cormon’s tutelage. The earliest existent photo of the artist is a group picture of him and his classmates inside the studio.31
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