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Soutine was born in the Lithuanian village of Smilovitch, a predominantly Jewish community of such
orthodoxy that the artist’s early efforts at drawing were severely punished. At the age of sixteen,
with money paid in compensation for the brutal beating administered by the family of a Rabbi whom
Soutine had asked to sit for him, he went to Minsk to study painting. In 1910 he was admitted to the
School of Fine Arts in Vilna, and in 1913 he arrived in Paris, where he joined Chagall, Zadkine,
Archipenko and other ‘compatriots’ in the Montparnasse building nicknamed La Ruche. He met
Modigliani in 1915, and a strong friendship developed between these two extremely difficult
personalities. After ten years of appalling hardship, Soutine’s life was transformed in 1923 by his
being ‘discovered’ by the idiosyncratic American collector, Dr Alfred Barnes, who bought a large
number of his paintings, and thereby encouraged others to collect the work of this hitherto unknown
artist.

Soutine’s expressionistic style, with its distortions of form and exaggerated colour, was a direct
result of his own tortured mental state. ‘There is hardly a description of Soutine in existence that
fails to mention the malodorous squalor of his way of life, and of his person’ (Giise, 1982:107). Until
about 1929, whether painting landscapes, human beings or
flayed carcasses, his images seem to dance and writhe as if in some sort of ecstatic agony.

By 1930 Soutine had begun to acquire a measure of restraint in his canvases. Colours cooled, forms



relaxed and solidified, angry torment was replaced by sadness. Lady in Blue is a superb example of
Soutine’s later approach. Distortions are few and subtle; colour and composition are quiet and
straightforward. Even so, the work is no more a portrait of an individual than are the renderings of
uniformed servants that Soutine produced at this time. Lady in Blue is a type; a properly dressed
young woman whose image is a vehicle for the artist’s own mood of poetic melancholy.

Entry taken from Robert and Lisa Sainsbury Collection 3 volume catalogue, edited by Steven Hooper
(Yale University Press, 1997).
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