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The exhibition display 

Neo-Impressionism and the theory of colour 

Paul Signac was born in Paris in 1863 to a wealthy retailing family. His father wanted him to become 
an architect, but when he was not yet eighteen he discovered – with his independent temperament – 
a vocation as a painter. Self-taught, he at once started painting, refusing to study indoors at the 
Academies or Schools of Fine Arts. His true art education consisted of studying the works of 
Edouard Manet, Claude Monet, and Edgar Degas. In 1884, in Paris, on the occasion of the exhibition 
of the Group of Independent Artists, he met Georges Seurat. The two formed a deep friendship. They 
had different characters but shared ambitions. They wanted to represent the modern world through a 
new artistic vocabulary, and to devise it they turned to the latest theories of colour perception. In an 
age marked by absolute faith in science as an instrument for accessing knowledge, the two artists 
were devoted to the work of the French chemist Michel Eugène Chevreul, from which they drew the 
principles of the theory of optical combinations. According to these principles, a painting should be 
constructed through small dabs of pure colour, recomposed on the retina of the viewer, placed at 
some distance from the work, so bringing the composition to life. Hence, in order to retain the 
brilliancy of the colours, they are not mixed on the palette but juxtaposed in keeping with precise 
rules intended to heighten the brightness of the pigments. 
To this theory, the Neo-Impressionist method added a concern for the main lines of a composition. 
Like cold colours, these were actually considered “inhibitory” when the lines descend towards the left 
and so express sadness. Conversely, like warm colours, when the line have an ascending movement 
to the right, they were believed to have a “dynamogenic” impact. 

In Favour of Colour, from Impressionism to Neo-Impressionism 

“What led me to paint? Undoubtedly Monet, or rather the viewing of some reproductions of his 
paintings in the magazine ‘La Vie Moderne’. What attracted me to him was the revolutionary quality of 
his work.” So declared Paul Signac, in speaking about his first work as a painter. He began to paint 
en plein air, creating brightly coloured frontal compositions with the depiction of water and the study 
of its effects as their theme. These works closely resembled those of the Impressionist master.  
In the meantime, however, something happened. In 1885 his friend Seurat completely repainted his 
canvas of A Sunday Afternoon on the Island of La Grande Jatte, which he had worked on the previous 
year. Reworked in keeping with the theory of optical colour mixing, the surface of the work was 
dabbed with tiny touches of pure colour, and the painting acquired a completely new and modern 
appearance. Exhibited to the public in 1886 at the eighth Impressionist exhibition, Seurat’s painting 
soon became the manifesto of a new movement. Signac and Pissarro also took part in the exhibition, 
with numerous works significantly gathered around the Grande Jatte: some were painted in the 
established way, while others appeared to be in contrast with historical Impressionism and already 
spoke the language of the future. Friends, writers, and critics sought to explain the new technique of 
painting used to create them. Three months later, Seurat and Signac took part in the second 
exhibition of the young Society of Independent Artists, which was soon to become the stage of the 
nascent Neo-Impressionist school. In September of the same year, the journalist and art and literary 
critic Félix Fénéon published an article in which the term Neo-Impressionism appeared for the first 
time. Signac soon became the most dynamic promoter of the movement. So much so that in 1948 
the collector and art critic Thadée Natanson dubbed him the “St. Paul of Neo-Impressionism”. 
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A Time of Harmony 

The title of this section pays tribute to the painting of the same name, which Signac worked on 
between 1893 and 1895. It also expresses the regained balance and new energies that the artist 
found in Saint-Tropez, after his grief at Seurat's early death in 1891.  
It was here that he experimented with watercolours and worked on his development of the Neo-
Impressionist technique, seeking greater freedom in colouring. Signac had already taken stock of the 
movement’s achievements and he decided to abandon the method of his mentor: he had come to the 
conclusion that the optical mixing practised by Seurat, instead of achieving the desired purity of 
colour, created bright but not colourful paintings. 
Then he recalled the words of Camille Pissarro, and the advice he gave him: “I recommend 
watercolour: it is refined, and very practical. Within a few minutes you can make annotations that 
would otherwise be impossible: the fluidity of the sky, certain transparencies, a quantity of little 
details that slow work could never achieve, because the effects are so fleeting.” From then on, 
Signac explored the new potential offered by this technique, working en plein air and feeling the 
novelty of this method as a pleasant alternative to the division of tones practised in tranquillity in the 
studio. He used the fluidity of watercolour to capture the most fleeting atmospheric effects, which 
fascinated him. The medium was especially well suited to the Impressionist sensibility he had never 
abandoned. 
During this period Signac experienced a defining phase of his artistic development. In 1894, he 
wrote: “A few years ago I tried to prove to others, by means of scientific experiments, that these 
blues, these yellows, these greens, were found in nature ... Now I'm happy to say I paint this way 
because this is the technique that seems best suited to give me the most harmonious result, the 
brightest and most colourful ... and this is why I love it so  deeply.” 

A Time of Travel 

In the years between 1896 and 1914 Signac travelled widely, both to promote the Neo-
Impressionist output and to find new inspirations for his artistic studies. As he moved between the 
Netherlands, Belgium and Germany, he returned to the places that had inspired his early works, such 
as the banks of the Seine in the suburbs of Paris, or the Channel beaches and Mont-Saint-Michel, 
and avidly explored cities rich in charm and history, such as Venice and Constantinople.  In 1908 he 
was elected president of the Société des Artistes Indépendants, a position that helped make him an 
indispensable figure on the European art scene. Watercolours were his faithful companions on all his 
travels: he would use them to note down impressions and collect sketches. These often became the 
source of inspiration for the paintings that he worked on later in the studio. The freedom of colouring 
characteristic of his work grew steadily greater as the compositions became more balanced.  In 
1907, he began producing large cartoons in Indian ink wash, which he then squared and transferred 
to canvas. The south of France would always remain one of his most beloved place, and in 1913 
Signac settled in Antibes with his new partner Jeanne Selmersheim-Desgrange. Here he remained 
during the First World War, and his artistic production slowed dramatically. As a pacifist, Signac was 
deeply demoralised by the events of those years. He was unable to work en plein air, since artists 
were no longer allowed to work in harbours, because of the risk of being accused of espionage. 
Instead, he found solace in studying the work of Stendhal. 

Signac, Watercolourist and Nomad 

In 1910, twice in his correspondence the artist used the signature “Signac watercolourist”. The term 
“Nomad”, which completes the title of this section, reflects the renewed ability to travel that Signac 
enjoyed after the war. The artist travelled the length and breadth of France and rediscovered the 
places he had deeply longed to see again. He drove along the roads of southern France, returning to 
the places that had inspired his early works. At Sallanches, in Haute-Savoie, for example, he painted 
a series of watercolours inspired by Paul Cézanne. In 1919 he stayed in Saint-Germain-des-Prés, 
where he painted the bridges of Paris again. In Normandy he regularly met up with Monet and stayed 
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at Les Andelys, not far from Giverny. He often toured the coast of the English Channel. He spent his 
summers in Saint-Paul-de-Vence; but in 1924 he started travelling to Lézardrieux in Brittany. Here 
he sailed on the Trieux, tirelessly painting the estuary and its surroundings. In Brittany his interest 
was captured by Saint-Malo as well as many other ports. He also explored the Rhone Valley on the 
trail of Stendhal, renting a small house at Viviers near Montélimar. 

The Harbours of France 

This section is devoted to Signac’s last great exploration, crowning his career as a watercolourist. 
The Harbours of France was a structured project, which the artist – then aged sixty-five – threw 
himself into with enthusiasm and vitality. The watercolours, originally gathered into albums and bound 
in leather, follow each other without monotony, representing boats and the sea through the eyes of 
one who observed them as if for the first time. This project was supported by a great patron, Gaston 
Lévy, a businessman, the creator of a chain of department stores, and a passionate collector. It was 
completed between 1929 and 1931, amid adverse weather conditions, and proved more difficult 
than expected. Despite this, Signac never thought of  giving up. His words to Levy, capture the 
artist's passion for this latest venture: “I have long dreamed of creating an important collection of 
watercolours on the Ports of France. I have chosen 40 ports on the English Channel, 40 ports on the 
Atlantic, and 20 ports on the Mediterranean, one hundred in all. If you agree with this project, I will 
order a Citroën C4 sedan, hire a chauffeur and set off for the Mediterranean ports in February. In 
April I will return by way of the ports on the Atlantic and finish with the northern ports in the summer. 
I think it will take five or six months of work, it’s a bit insane! I will paint two watercolours in each port, 
one for me and one for you, different from one another, and you will choose which of the two you 
prefer. We will decide together about the format and price. Merchants will have nothing to do with it! 
For me this arrangement will have a number of advantages. The main one will be the exciting artistic 
impulse generated by a precise purpose, a delightful combination and an important result. And 
furthermore, the joy of realising a project that I have long been dreaming about, and that it is time to 
put into practice, because soon age will prevent me from undertaking it.  
The months turned into years but Signac produced an extraordinary record of the harbours, 
portraying places whose original appearance would often be ravaged by the air raids in World War II. 
Signac was to die in 1935 from septicaemia of renal origin, after making one last journey to explore 
Corsica. 


