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Before I start writing “Soutine Modigliani Chagall,” I’m going to tell 
a story my father told me. He grew up in the East End of London with 
an orthodox father and mother who were born in Poland. He was 
either thirteen or fourteen and he wanted to go to the movies, but it 
was Saturday. He was afraid to go because he had been told that if he 
handled money on the Sabbath, the money would burn a hole in his 
hand. Was it true or was it a superstition? He put a coin in the palm 
of his right hand and made a !st. He closed his eyes, hunched his back, 
and waited. One minute, two minutes passed, and he opened his eyes. 
He was still holding his breath when he opened his palm. "e coin was 
in his palm and his hand hadn’t been burned. He had de!ed his father 
and discovered his father was superstitious. "is told him there were 
other things that he’d been told that were not true and my father went 
to the movies. 
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Pause 

Pork chops cut thin like lox
May bring the household together
Candlesticks 
Beef and kisses 
She said she wasn’t Jewish
Pork chops cut thin like lox
May bring the household together 

C!"#$ S%&'()*
Born Chaïm-Iche Solomonovich Sutin, 1893-1943

What does it take to
Leave home 
Meet strangers 
And learn to draw
When you are the tenth of eleven children 
Of an impoverished Jewish family who believe a true Jew doesn’t draw 
doesn’t paint a true Jew knows      
     what a graven image is 
Chaïm Sutin was beaten more than once by his father and older broth-
ers for drawing 

Pause 

Chaïm de!es his village, his father, and his older brothers and insists 
he will draw. Why would an ignorant Jewish boy defy his father and 
his brothers? Does he know he wants to be an artist? He needs answers 
but he doesn’t know what the questions are. All he knows is when he 
draws, he gets excited, and he touches something holy. It isn’t written in 
the Torah, in the Bible, it isn’t written anywhere. "e line is silent and 
possesses a poem not yet written. 
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Pause

When Sutin was !#een, he drew a Rabbi
And the Rabbi’s sons beat him badly
Chaïm’s mother took them to court
She received twenty-!ve rubles compensation
And she sent !#een-year-old Chaïm 
O$ to art school in Minsk
Chaïm didn’t know how to read or write 
In Minsk his education began
He meets two fellow Jews who are studying Painting, Pinchus 
Kremegne and Michel Kikoine 

Pause 

By 1913, Chaïm had saved enough money
For a fourth-class ticket 
"at took him to Paris
He didn’t speak French
He was shy he was lonely
A hungry Chaïm broke 
One of his thumbs while painting
Naked so that he could keep 
His one suit clean 

Pause 

Oh, God where am I? 
Do I have a chance of seeing you? 
I asked when I was a boy 
And I got no answer 
And I was told in a dream 
Don’t ask the Color Wheel to do for you 
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What you can’t do for yourself
I was told at the end of the day 
Everyone retreats and sleeps but you  

"e !sh are laughing 
"e fowl is a killer 
And the rabbit never 
Lets the le# hand know 
What the right hand is doing 

A$*+*% M%+(,-(")( 
1884-1920

Modigliani came from an established Sephardic Jewish family. His 
mother’s family were authorities on sacred Jewish texts and had 
founded a school of Talmudic studies. His mother could trace her 
family lineage back to the seventeenth-century Dutch philosopher 
Baruch Spinoza. Modigliani was a sickly child and at sixteen he con-
tracted tuberculosis. 

To alleviate the pain and to hide the fact that he had tuberculosis, he 
drank and took drugs. Euphoria, maybe, but he couldn’t control the 
disease. "e pain was a constant reminder that he would die young. 

Pause 

Educated by his mother till the age of ten—his mother spoke four 
languages—Modigliani came to Paris speaking French. As a very young 
man, he sculpted and spent a year working with Brancusi. By 1914, 
he was devoting his time to drawing and painting. Modigliani was 
a sophisticated, educated, handsome man. 
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Modigliani was twenty-nine when he met the newly arrived twenty-
year-old Chaïm Soutine. Modigliani became Soutine’s older brother, 
his guide, and his mentor. He gave Soutine a bar of soap and a tooth-
brush. He taught him how to live in a big city. 

Pause 

You might think because of their di$erences that they could never be 
friends. 

Modigliani’s involvement with African sculpture never in%uenced 
Soutine. Soutine wanted Rembrandt and Chardin, he wanted their 
humanity and to understand their tools, how they countered anxiety. 
For him there was never any relief from his chronic ulcers.  

Modigliani had to hide his tuberculosis from most of his friends. 
Tuberculosis is contagious, there was no cure for it, and it was feared. 
"ose who had the disease were o#en ostracized. Modigliani would 
never tolerate being isolated.   

Pause

"e in%uence of African sculpture never le# Modigliani’s work. His 
Female Head 1911-1912—its elongated elegance is in the portraits, the 
nudes, and in his drawings. 

A line
Around one hundred
Two hundred 
Vibrating
Afro/European
Nudes 
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Is never enough
He has to do
More  

Pause

Modigliani didn’t dovetail his line with Soutine’s passion. He painted 
Soutine’s so# hands, his thoughtful eyes, and his burdened shoulders 
with a$ection. I suspect Soutine, being who he was, would never have 
been able to paint Modigliani. He could never handle it emotionally.

Pause 

Soutine admired Rembrandt’s Slaughtered Ox (1665) that hung in the 
Louvre. Soutine painted numerous canvases of a whole side of an ox. 
Being a foreigner and a known kook, Soutine must have had charm and 
an enormous power of persuasion. He became friends with workers in 
the slaughterhouse and they gave him scraps of meat to eat. Later when 
he had money, he bought a whole carcass and had it dragged to his 
studio. When the carcass began to stink and the neighbors complained, 
he convinced the police he was painting a work of great art. A#er the 
police le#, he had an assistant pour a bucket of blood over the decom-
posing meat. "e blood seeped through the cracks into the %oors below. 
A story is told that Chagall, who had a studio in the same building, ran 
out into the street screaming, “Someone has killed Soutine.”

Pause  

Would Modigliani have appreciated the Minimalists? "ey want to pre-
serve beauty. And beauty like pride can never be one without the other.

Pause

"e Abstract Expressionists admired Soutine’s work and tipped their 
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hats to him. Would he have returned the compliment? I don’t know. 
He carried a lot of baggage, and he could be cruel.

Pause 

Modigliani’s dealer, Zborowski, supported Soutine through the First 
World War and it was Zborowski who in 1923 brought Albert Barnes 
to Soutine’s studio. Barnes bought !#y or more paintings from Soutine 
in one a#ernoon. "at a#ernoon Soutine got into a cab on a Paris street 
and told the driver, “Drive me to Nice,” a ride of over four hundred miles. 

Pause

Soutine’s terror encourages
Him to continue
To disobey authority

Oh Soutine Oh Jew
On your studio wall
A carcass hangs 
You miss your mother
"e village that never wanted you 

Pause

"at sale changed Soutine’s fortunes. Other collectors began to buy his 
paintings and one day in 1937 when Soutine was forty-four, he met 
Gerda Michaelis Groth, a twenty-seven-year-old German refugee. And 
on their second meeting she invited him to join her and some friends at 
her apartment for tea. He didn’t get to her apartment until seven o’clock 
and as an apology, he invited her to supper. He then remembered that he 
had wanted to see a catch boxing match. On the way he explained to her 
that catch boxers were allowed to kick and butt their opponents. At the 
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event Soutine got very excited and clapped and shouted. Just before the 
last bout he stood up and said he had burning pains in his stomach. She 
took him home to his apartment and he begged her to stay. She gave him 
what he asked for—a hot water bottle and some lukewarm Vichy water. 
"is was the remedy Soutine used to ease his stomach ulcers. He insisted 
she not leave him. She sat by his bed all night and at 8 A.M. she was 
ready to leave for work—she cleaned houses. He took her in his arms and 
said, “Gerda, you were my garde (guard or nurse) last night, you are garde 
and now it is I who will guard you.” 

So began three years of a loving relationship that was broken when 
France went to war with Germany. "e authorities ordered all German 
nationals to report for relocation. No matter that Gerda was a Jew 
who had had to %ee Germany, Gerda was a German citizen. Soutine 
tried to get her papers that would exempt her from relocation but there 
was nothing he could do. On May 14, 1940, they took a taxi to the 
Velodrome. "ere were four or !ve thousand women in the building. 
No beds. "e women slept on their suitcases for four nights. "en a 
train took them to the village of Gurs, where a camp had been built 
to house Spanish refugees %eeing Franco. She survived the war, but 
Soutine and Gerda never saw each other again. 

Pause

In 1943, Soutine is !#y. He leaves Paris and goes to the countryside. 
He is a Jew and the Gestapo want him. Friends hide him in barns, in 
!elds, in their houses. His ulcers %are up and he needs medical atten-
tion. To avoid Gestapo notice he is slowly driven to Paris by his friends 
on back roads, and they get him to a hospital. "e operation is not a 
success and Soutine dies of a perforated ulcer. 
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Pause

Soutine is hiding
Does he know why he is hiding?
Does everyone hide? 
Soutine is hiding 
He knows why he is hiding
Why is the Gestapo hiding?
Do they know why they are hiding?
Soutine knows why they are hiding
"ey are hiding because Soutine is a Jew 
And he knows something they don’t know 
A#er he is gone
"ere will be other Jews 

Pause

In the spring of 1917, Modigliani ended his relationship with the 
English poet and art critic Beatrice Hastings and became infatuated 
with nineteen-year-old art student Jeanne Hébuterne. She was beauti-
ful and they became lovers.      

In the winter of 1917, he had his !rst solo exhibition. A#er it opened, 
the chief of police was scandalized by the nudes and forced Modigliani 
to close the show. 

Pause 

Modigliani painted several dozen nudes between 1916 and 1919. "e 
nudes were painted in Leopold Zborowski’s apartment. He was a poet 
as well as an art dealer. He supplied Modigliani the models, the paint, 
and he paid the models and he paid Modigliani between !#een and 
twenty francs a day for his work. 


