Lucien Levy-Dhurmer (Alger 1865 - Vésinet 1953)
A Female Nude
Pastel on paper, laid down on panel.
Signed L Lévy / Dhurmer at the lower left.
867 x 568 mm. (34 1/8 x 22 3/8 in.)
From around 1920 onwards, Lévy-Dhurmer produced several pastels of female nudes, often given
musical titles, which are characterized by a a predominantly bluish tonality and a precise application of
fine dots of pastel, in a manner akin to the pointillist technique. The artist’s conception of these
nebulous, sensual nudes - depicted as simple torsos, as in the present sheet - was poetically described
by him in a letter of 1928 to his friend Louis Robin: ‘The Nudes...Tuberose, ripe wheat, black iris mother-of-pearls and strawberries - pinks, apricot hues, soft morning blues - night blues, flashes of
lightning - curves disappearing in dimness – strength, charm, disorder, chaste dreams united with
sensual delight - this is, my dear Louis Robin, all that I have tried to include in these bodies that sway,
turn silent, fade away - that one incessantly pursues but will never attain: has anyone ever succeeded in
defining the tone, the form, the continuous metamorphosis of a cloud.’
A stylistically comparable large pastel study of a nude female torso by Lévy-Dhurmer, datable to the first
half of the 1920’s, is in the Musée d’Orsay in Paris. Entitled Sonate au claire de lune, the pastel was
one of several works by the artist inspired by the music of Beethoven. The Musée d’Orsay pastel has
been described in terms that are equally applicable to the present sheet: ‘This is one of Levy-Dhurmer’s
most beautiful nudes for its monumentality, the fluidity of its composition, its vibrant rendering (numerous
crosshatched lines in the neo-impressionist manner) and finally for its colouring (harmonies of purple,
green, orange, yellow.’) Among other comparable pastel nudes by Lévy-Dhurmer is one in the collection
of the Musée de Beaux-Arts de la Ville de Paris at the Petit Palais in Paris.

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.’

