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In the thick of so many upheavals

of the 20th century— not as a

detached observer or disinterested

theorist, but as a target, a

prisoner, an artistic dynamo —

was Marc Chagall.

He was trapped when the Russian

borders closed on him at the

outbreak of World War I in 1914.

He dodged political ploys after the

Bolshevik Revolution of 1917.

He escaped to America during the

Nazi occupation of Paris in 1941.

Through these crises, and the

attendant miseries of death, famine and exile, Chagall painted.

The only disruption in an 80-year career was the loss of his beloved first wife. Chagall

outlasted every danger and came to embody the 20th century: multicultural, inventive and

resilient.

Danger was inherent for Chagall (1887-1985) because of his position as an outsider. He

was born (as Moyshe Shagal) and raised in Vitebsk — now in Belarus but then a key city

in the Pale of Settlement, an area of Russia reserved for Jews, outside of which they could

not legally reside.

The forced isolation fostered a communal spirit in certain areas of the Pale. Vitebsk

revolved on an axis of shared orthodoxy, language, music and folk stories, and the

vibrancy of Chagall's hometown is woven into every one of his works. It is ever present in

his art, the filter through which he saw the world.

"In a way, he's a historian," Michael Taylor, curator at the

Philadelphia Museum of Art, told IBD. "He wanted to give a

visual language specifically to the Jewish culture."
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Marc Chagall fled France for America in 1941, surviving to install
monumental  works in more than a dozen countries.
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painters, he
worked in nearly
every medium to
sustain an 80-year
career.

"If I create from the
heart, nearly
everything works; if
from the head,
almost nothing."

That visual language is dreamlike: figures hovering in the

sky, shooting flames, purple cows, transparent wombs

peopled with upside-down peasants, Yiddish and French

lettering, somersaulting acrobats, red-headed mermaids.

Fired Up

These are emotional rather than literary symbols,

enigmatic and personal to Chagall. They are meant not to

narrate, but to reflect what he remembered as the

"mystical, poetic and artistic" atmosphere of Eastern

European society.

At the turn of the century, that society included religious fervor as well as a new generation

of enterprising, urbane Jews looking optimistically and eagerly toward revolution.

"There was a heightened intensity at the time, and he came up with a way to capture the

excitement and immediacy of all that," said Taylor. "It gave him the right to think in terms of

a hallucinatory aesthetic. He didn't feel the need to have things make sense in his

paintings."

"I don't know where he gets those images," said his rival Pablo Picasso. "He must have an

angel in his head."

Chagall's nonrational approach to

painting, which mushroomed in

France a generation after his

debut, made him a bastion of

modern art.

Though his motifs are peculiar —

why is a goat playing the violin? —

his art is surprisingly

approachable. His simple forms

and especially his keyed-up colors

are a warm invitation to the viewer

to suspend any demand for logic

and enjoy the vision.

"You know my style — the one

who paints with violet," he told a

curator.

He might have included emerald

green, claret red and deep blues.

Though rooted in Vitebsk, Chagall needed a wider orbit. After training at a local school, he

moved in 1907 to St. Petersburg, where he learned that Paris was the epicenter for

modern painters.

"Paris!" Chagall wrote. "No word sounded sweeter to me!"

With a surplus of ambition and a nearly empty wallet, Chagall struck out for France. He

quickly absorbed the latest movements, but never abandoned his own character or

instincts in favor of the going trends.

"Had he gone to Paris and tried to assimilate, he would've been one of many aspiring

artists," said Taylor. "His background was what made him different, made him stand out.

 

The modernist Chagall came out with "The Green Circus Rider" in 1961.
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He kept his identity, yet his work became synonymous with Paris."

As abstraction — removing all recognizable objects from an image — became the calling

card of the avant-garde, Chagall went in the opposite direction, creating scenes from the

Bible, mythic figures or pedestrian life. He could risk what seemed a backward choice

because of his facility with color — luminous, forceful and engaging. "It still looks fresh 100

years later," said Taylor.

Chagall's true risks began in 1914, when he left Paris to fetch his fiancee from Vitebsk.

Intending a short trip, he became entangled in the chaos of World War I and the Russian

Revolution.

Even So

His paintings during that chaos may be his most optimistic. Chagall's "Double Portrait with

a Glass of Wine" from 1917 shows his elation at marrying his muse, Bella.

Besides, he had reason to hope that Jews would have a role in the new Russian regime.

Chagall did have a role. He was named commissar of art for his region (he turned down

the national position) and created a prestigious art academy.

Westward

Disillusionment with the government's agenda for the arts — and starvation — drove him

back to Paris. Although Chagall was thrilled to be with kindred spirits in what became his

adopted country, serious threats were germinating.

Anti-Jewish laws stripped him of his new French citizenship. He likely couldn't forecast the

enormity even when four of his paintings were selected for the Degenerate Art Exhibition in

Munich in 1937. Surrounded by Nazi quotes, modernist art was propagandized as

examples of madness and treachery.

By 1941, it was nearly too late. On the same day Chagall and his wife evacuated to New

York, police trucks swept their neighborhood in Marseilles, looking for Jews to deport for

forced labor.

The exile only widened his exposure. In the U.S., he had major shows in Chicago and New

York, as well as a cherished commission to design the stage sets and costumes for a

Tchaikovsky production at the New York Ballet Theater.

These successes couldn't compensate for his losses. From a 1941 population of 240,000 in

greater Vitebsk, only 118 survivors remained by 1944. The sustaining connection to his

homeland ruptured for good when Bella died in 1945.

After a period of despair that paralyzed his work, he resuscitated.

In "Chagall: A Biography," Jackie Wullschlager wrote, "From now until the end of his life,

Chagall would be irresistibly drawn to a stage, a ceiling, a wall, a cathedral window." As he

aged, Chagall's field expanded from the easel to large-scale, public works.

Though he created sculpture, tapestries, mosaics and ceramics, Chagall's stained-glass

windows — started when he was 70 — are the most popular testament to this late stage of

his career. Their international appeal — 86 installations span the globe — contrasts sharply

with his early experience as an outcast.

"Of all of those new avenues, for an artist who is so sensitive to color, stained-glass

windows were a perfect vehicle for him," said Stephanie D'Alessandro, curator at the Art

Institute of Chicago. "Once light goes through the stained glass and activates it, the colors

are enveloping, all encompassing."
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In 1963, when he was nearly 80, he was commissioned to update the 1,800-square-foot

ceiling of the Paris Opera. A redo of a jewel of French culture would be a daunting

assignment for any painter; it was especially significant for Chagall, a nonnative. His mural

tribute to composers, actors and dancers earned him the Legion of Honour.

Chagall called stained-glass windows "the transparent partition between my heart and the

heart of the world." His creativity was the most potent response to the difficulties he

endured, outliving even war.
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