Lucien Levy-Dhurmer (Alger 1865 - Vésinet 1953)
The Head of a Young Woman
Pastel on blue paper, laid down on board.
Signed and dedicated à Madame / L. J. Bloch / très cordialement / Lévy Dhurmer at the lower left.
612 x 482 mm. (24 1/8 x 19 in.) [sheet]
ACQUIRED BY THE PRINCETON UNIVERSITY ART MUSEUM, PRINCETON, NEW JERSEY.
Lévy-Dhurmer’s Symbolist depictions of women, characterized by an intense melancholy and vibrant
colours, were popular with the public. His penchant for paintings and pastels of solitary female figures
reflects the further influence of, on the one hand, the sfumato technique of Leonardo da Vinci’s
paintings, and on the other, the sensibilities of the English Pre-Raphaelites.
As early as 1906, one scholar wrote in praise of Lévy-Dhurmer’s ‘astonishing power of
draughtsmanship, taste of a rare order...a genuine love of all that is exquisite and subtle, without any
trace of affectation, a fine sense of order and harmony of line and colour – these are the qualities by
which the work of this versatile genius is distinguished.’ Lévy-Dhurmer’s pastel technique was admired
by such fellow artists as Henri Fantin-Latour and Fernand Khnopff, and this appreciation has continued
to the present day. As one modern scholar has noted, ‘Here indeed, is unquestionably the Symbolist
painter who shows the most brilliant mastery of pastel…his pastels strike us with the perfection of their
execution and the originality of his inspiration.’ Another writer adds that the artist was ‘a virtuoso with
pastels, able to draw the best from the velvety textures and singular tones of that medium. Lévy-Dhurmer
centered many of his often mysterious compositions around a human face.’

Provenance:
Given by the artist to Mme. L. J. Bloch (possibly the French sculptor Élisa [Mme. Léon] Bloch)
Acquired by a private collector in the early 20th century
By family descent to a private collection, France, until 2010

Artist description:
Lucien Lévy began his artistic career as a lithographer and decorator, and was the head of a decorative
stoneware factory in Golfe-Juan. Trained at the Ecole Superieure de Dessin et Sculpture in Paris, he
exhibited infrequently at the Paris Salons, and it was not until 1895, following a visit to Italy, that he
began to take up painting seriously. His first exhibition, at the Galerie Georges Petit in Paris in 1896,
was comprised mainly of pastels and a handful of paintings, and revealed the artist as a painter of
mythical scenes and portraits, a vein he was to continue in throughout his career. (It was also at the time
of the 1896 exhibition that he adopted the name Lévy-Dhurmer, adding part of his mother’s surname to
his own.) An exhibition of his work in 1899 added to his reputation, and the following year he won a
bronze medal at the Exposition Universelle.
Soon established as a fashionable portrait painter, Lévy-Dhurmer also painted landscapes and
decorative mural schemes; one such set of wall paintings, painted between 1910 and 1914 for a dining
room in a Parisian home, is today installed in The Metropolitan Museum of Art in New York. In later
years, he produced works inspired by the music of composers such as Debussy, Beethoven and Fauré.
He travelled extensively throughout Europe, making numerous trips to Italy and also visiting Spain,
Holland, North Africa and Turkey, while in France he worked in Brittany, the Savoie, Alsace, the Vosges
and the Côte d’Azur, as well as around Versailles. He exhibited at the Salon des Artistes Français, the
Société Nationale des Beaux-Arts and the Salon d’Automne, and mounted a number of one-man shows
throughout his career. A retrospective exhibition of his work was held at the Musée des Arts Décoratifs
in Paris in 1952, the year before his death.
Lévy-Dhurmer had a penchant for the medium of pastel, with which he was able to achieve striking
chromatic effects. Indeed, he had a distinct preference for the medium, using it for portraits, allegorical
scenes and landscapes, all of which he exhibited regularly at the Salon des Pastellistes Français
between 1897 and 1913. It was in reference to such pastels that one contemporary critic, in one of the
first accounts of the artist’s work to appear in an English publication, described Lévy-Dhurmer’s
paintings as ‘the manifestation of one of the most remarkable figures in the art world of to-day. For here
we have something more than promise. This is the work of an artist in full possession of style and
method, master of himself and of his art.’ A modern scholar has reserved particular praise for LevyDhurmer’s pastels; ‘Here indeed, is unquestionably the Symbolist painter who shows the most brilliant
mastery of pastel…his pastels strike us with the perfection of their execution and the originality of his
inspiration.’

