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In 1918 Amedeo Modigliani (1884–1920) painted a portrait of his fellow artist Léopold Survage 
(1879–1968), who was a good friend – indeed, one of Modigliani’s biographers describes 
Survage as one of his true artist friends after 1913, the other being Chaïm Soutine.1 

Their friendship likely aided the success of the portrait. Modigliani, after all, was 
primarily interested in the model’s personality, more so than his or her external features. As 
a result, when he painted strangers he had to spend quite a long time getting to know them. 
Most often, the actual painting itself proceeded quickly. 

The portrait of Survage is apparently the only oil painting by Modigliani in Finnish 
ownership. It shows traits that are characteristic of Modigliani’s oeuvre. The elegant use 
of lines from old Italian art is combined with a more painterly approach to colour in the 
background and clothing. The face, which is more firmly formed, stands out from the stippled 
background, creating an impression of a reserved but sensitive man. 

In this portrait Modigliani, in his typical manner, has stretched the subject’s face 
and neck, while dropping the shoulder line. The model is basically recognisable when one 
compares it to photographs of Survage that were taken later. The work still reflects the artist’s 
interest in taking influences from art that were considered non-European and primitive. 
However the shaping of the face is not as angular as those painted in Modigliani’s portraits 
two or three years earlier. 

On the other hand the work does not yet show the kind of mannerism sometimes 
brought into later paintings with the use of stylised curved lines and a smoothing of the 
background. Of the works in the ‘Amedeo Modigliani’ retrospective exhibition at the Ateneum 
Art Museum (2016–17), the closest to that of Survage is probably the portrait of Gaston 
Modot (Centre Pompidou, Paris), which was painted in the same year, 1918.

The portrait of Survage was painted in Nice. Modigliani and his fiancée Jeanne 
Hébuterne had moved there from Paris in April 1918, when it was mooted that the Germans 
might occupy Paris. Another reason for the move was Modigliani’s health. Modigliani 
research has not revealed more specifics about the painting’s beginnings, but the Ateneum 
Art Museum has a letter sent by Survage himself, written in 1956, which sheds light on 
the painting’s creation process and the history of its ownership.2 The letter does, however, 
erroneously mention that Modigliani worked at Survage’s home in Nice in 1917–18. In fact, he 
was there and in nearby Cagnes-sur-Mer from April 1918 until the end of May 1919.3  

1  William Fifield, Modigliani. The Biography. New York: Morrow, 1976, 180.
2  Léopold Survage’s letter to Aune Lindström, 23 February 1956. The letter is in the Finnish National Gallery’s archive 

at the Ateneum Art Museum, Helsinki.
3 Kenneth Wayne, Modigliani & the Artists of Montparnasse. Albright-Knox Art Gallery Buffalo. New York: Abrams 

2002, 180–82.
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Amedeo Modigliani, Portrait of the Artist Léopold 
Survage, 1918, oil on canvas, 61,5cm x 46cm, 
Finnish National Gallery, Ateneum Art Museum
Photo: Finnish National Gallery / Hannu Aaltonen
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Due to his bohemian lifestyle, Modigliani was not well liked at the hotels where he stayed – he 
was noisy and tended to return late at night. According to one account, he stayed at the Hotel 
de France when he was in Nice. He chose the hotel because it was home to prostitutes who 
modelled for him at no charge. It is claimed that these women pitied him because they knew 
he was ill and marked for death.4 While in Nice, Hébuterne gave birth to a daughter, Jeanne 
(Giovanna). When she was born, the couple intended to marry, but this never came about.

Modigliani clearly worshipped Hébuterne, but he sometimes spent much time 
talking with his friends without ever mentioning the mother-to-be. As Modigliani saw it, 
women should never interfere with his dedication to art, and the best that a man could 
give to a woman was a child.5 In other ways, too, Modigliani’s image encompasses the 
archetypal traits of a certain sort of bohemian artist and a philosophy of ‘freedom without 
responsibility’. He abhorred petit bourgeoisie tendencies and was quoted as saying, for 
instance, that ‘Alcohol is for the middle class evil… but for us artists it is necessary’6 and that 
‘the artist is a superior being […] He is not subject to the laws governing other people – the 
so-called moral and social laws.’7 Modigliani’s mythical reputation likely grew because he 
gradually began to represent a new type of artist who was active in the spheres of urban and 
bourgeois lifestyles, but remained ‘free’, thus becoming the object of much admiration and 
imitation after his death. In Finnish cultural circles, for instance, the poet Pentti Saarikoski 
(1937–83) represented this artistic type. A consequence of this image of Modigliani is that it 
has until fairly recently drawn attention away from the fact that he took his art seriously and 
was deeply immersed in the history of art.

The wedge frame of Portrait of Léopold Survage is inscribed with the words ‘Le peintre 
finlandais SURVAGE’ (‘the Finnish painter’). Léopold Frédéric Léopoldowitsch Survage was 
not however Finnish, although his paternal grandfather had lived in the south-eastern Finnish 
town of Lappeenranta, which had been governed by Russia since 1743. His grandfather 
moved to Moscow in 1842 to set up a piano factory. Survage, whose maternal grandfather 
was Danish, was born in Russia in 1879 and carried out his military service in Lappeenranta. 
He then studied art in Moscow from 1901. His interest in new directions in art was spurred 
by seeing paintings by the likes of Gauguin and Matisse in the Sergei Shchukin collection in 
Moscow. Survage became closely involved in the activities of the Russian avant-garde, taking 
part in the Jack of Diamonds (Bubnovyj Valet) group’s 1910 exhibition in Moscow. He moved 
to Paris in 1909 and first showed his paintings at the Salon d’Automne of 1911. Survage’s 
surname was originally Sturzwage, but he adopted the more French-sounding Survage at the 
suggestion of the poet Guillaume Apollinaire. In 1911, Survage met Modigliani at Café de la 
Rotonde in the Montparnasse Quarter, which was frequented by artists. 

In Paris, Survage mostly made his living as a piano tuner, but he also became an 
interesting painter during Modigliani’s lifetime. His works sometimes approached Cubism 
and Constructivism. In the 1910s, he painted unconventional cityscapes based on geometric 
compositions. They also feature window openings that create a spatial dimension and some 
figurative elements such as trees and human shapes. The most unusual themes of Survage’s 
output, however, were paintings that he called colour rhythms (rythmes colorés). He started 
making these compositions of completely abstract forms in 1912, emphasising juxtapositions 
of colour with an impression of motion. They are comparable to the works of the Russian 
Cubo-Futurists and Suprematists, but perhaps even more so to the abstract works of Robert 
Delaunay and František Kupka. 

Survage made serious plans to create an animated film of his colour rhythms, but 
these were stymied by the outbreak of the First World War. Had he succeeded, his animation 
would have preceded the experimental abstract films made after the war by Viking Eggeling, 
a Swedish friend of Survage and Modigliani in Paris during 1911–15, and German artist Hans 
Richter. Modigliani painted a portrait of Eggeling in 1916.  

4 E. J. Vehmas, ’Modigliani ja Survage’. Ateneumin taidekokoelmat. Museojulkaisu 1/1957. Helsinki: Ateneumin 
taidemuseo, 1957, 3–4. Cf. Wayne 2002, 180–82: his place of residence is not specified in Wayne’s biography of 
Modigliani.

5 Fifield 1976, 260.
6 Fifield 1976, 36.
7 Fifield 1976, 36, 180.
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Today Survage’s works are in the collections of many major art museums. The Ateneum 
Art Museum staged an exhibition of his works in 1961. The parish hall of Martin’s Church in 
Turku, Finland, has a wall painting by Survage. 

Survage was unable to keep Modigliani’s portrait of him. Modigliani had agreed to send 
four works a month to his art dealer and patron Léopold Zborowski in Paris. Short of works to 
send, he asked for the painting back from Survage and sent it to Zborowski. The portrait then 
had a series of owners, including Roger Dutilleul, a noted Modigliani collector. In 1955, it was 
bought for the Ateneum Art Museum from the Galerie Beyeler in Switzerland.

While in Nice, Modigliani also painted a portrait of Germaine Survage (Centre 
Pompidou, Paris, 1918), before she became Léopold’s wife. Modigliani met Germaine (maiden 
name Meyer) through his actor friend Pierre Bertin in Nice and asked to paint a portrait of 
her. He completed it quite quickly, but the portrait shown at the exhibition at the Ateneum Art 
Museum is the third version that Modigliani painted of her. The second had been interrupted 
when Germaine fell ill. A Blonde Woman (Portrait of Germaine Survage) (1918) at the Musée 
des Beaux-Arts in Nancy uses a very similar background painting technique to that of the third 
Survage portrait, but the model’s face and open neck and chest are more stylised. The model 
is posed in an ‘s’ shape, which was later to become a trademark of Modigliani paintings. 
Survage did not actually meet Germaine until 1921, in Nice, where he was still living, when he 
came to tune a piano owned by her sister Marcelle, Bertin’s wife. They discussed the portrait 
that Modigliani had painted three years earlier, which had reportedly been left forgotten in a 
drawer. Survage of course was eager to see it – and married Germaine six months later.8

8  This anecdote is from a letter to Fifield from Germaine Survage, dated 10 December 1973. Fifield 1976, 257–59. 

This article appears in Finnish and in Swedish in the forthcoming catalogues that accompany the 
‘Amedeo Modigliani’ exhibition at the Ateneum Art Museum
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