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                                                    Introduction

The ultimate aim I have set myself in composing this work is to provi-
de a contribution toward a more accurate reading of Modigliani’s oeu-
vre, without, however, giving rise to generalizations that might, from 
an exegetical standpoint, conflict with the practice of an artist natu-
rally devoted to research and, for that very reason alone, difficult 
to subsume within the framework of a general theory applicable to his 
entire production. Moving within this framework, I came, at a certain 
point, to believe that I possessed a body of reflections endowed with a 
degree of coherence and intelligibility sufficient to be shared.

The structure I have devised for the essay I here propose essentially 
consists of two parts: the first, and more substantial, is devoted to the 
compositional process underlying Modigliani’s work; the second will 
address the only historiographical reconstruction I have undertaken 
and will focus on Modigliani’s stay at the Bateau-Lavoir, a circumstan-
ce that serves as a prelude to the analysis and dating of several of his 
nudes, among which particular attention will be devoted to what I be-
lieve to be the most celebrated of them: the Reclining Nude.

The analysis of the principles governing the complex creative pro-
cess implemented by the artist has, in my view, revealed a representa-
tional system constructed upon three pillars: space, volume, and form. 
A considerable portion of the literature has approached the composi-
tional genesis of his production by offering interpretations that betray 
a certain degree of preconception. This has given rise to psychologi-
cally oriented readings, in which some authors have proceeded under 
the conviction that Modigliani’s work was grounded in an interpreta-
tion of the unconscious clearly derived from psychoanalytic thought. 
Others have identified in his works primitivist suggestions or echoes 
of the splendors of the Renaissance; at times, the aesthetic outcome 
peculiar to him has been ascribed to the exclusive and direct influence 
of the Parisian avant-gardes of the late nineteenth and early twen-
tieth centuries. In my personal view—and I shall endeavor to provide 
a demonstration—while some of these factors did indeed contribute 
to shaping the distinctive spatial, volumetric, and formal conception 
elaborated by Modigliani, I cannot refrain from pointing out that at 
the core of the principal exegetical approaches there lies a fundamen-
tal misunderstanding whose primary effect has been to crystallize the 
reading of his works.

In order to overcome this rigidity, I have sought to shift the inve-
stigation toward the foundational principles of Modigliani’s composi-
tional architecture. From a strictly practical standpoint, I anchored 
the analysis in the works themselves, producing a series of graphic ela-
borations in order to convey the concepts as effectively as possible. I 
confess that I immediately set aside the possibility of evaluating each 
individual drawing or painting; my intention was not to compile a cata-
logue raisonné.
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Figurative Space, Volume, and Form in Modigliani’s 
Creative Process

Amedeo Modigliani is undoubtedly one of the most significant artists of the 
twentieth century. He possessed the unquestionable merit of having interpreted, 
in an original manner, the historical-artistic phenomenon that was taking shape 
in early twentieth-century Paris, the vital epicenter of a revolution destined to 
leave an enduring mark on the History of Art.

Born in Livorno on July 12, 1884, he trained in the workshop of Guglielmo 
Micheli, a pupil of Giovanni Fattori, where he had the opportunity to forge his 
natural inclination for art. Fattori, for his part, was an extraordinary draftsman, 
engraver, and painter, the progenitor of a school that influenced and formed en-
tire generations of artists among the most refined in the European panorama, yet 
inexplicably—and for a long time—neglected by much of academic criticism.

It is to that formative experience that the development of the exceptional 
quality of graphic and pictorial line that distinguishes Modigliani’s production 
must be traced. His innate talent found fertile ground in the intellectual and ar-
tistic ferment of his native Livorno, further supported by his stays in some of Italy’s 
principal art cities: Naples, Rome, Florence, and Venice. In these latter cities he 
attended the life drawing school, albeit—according to testimony—intermittent-
ly. There is no doubt that the Italian artistic tradition exerted a significant im-
pact upon him and, very likely, in his handling of space he assimilated the lessons 
of Piero della Francesca and Leonardo. His distinctive archetype of volume was 
certainly influenced by direct knowledge of classical sculpture, and in his works 
one may discern references to Egyptian art. As for painting technique and the 
conception of color, he absorbed the teachings offered—as previously noted—by 
the Macchiaioli school and by the chromatic research advocated by the major ar-
tists of the Venetian Renaissance: Giorgione, Titian, Veronese, and Tintoretto. 
This substratum would later merge with the new forms offered by the Parisian 
avant-gardes, although his aesthetic would ultimately retain an entirely personal 
orientation.

He arrived in Paris in 1906, where he had the opportunity to engage with the 
preceding generation of painters who brought about the artistic revolution in 
France: Manet, Monet, Renoir, Toulouse-Lautrec, and Cézanne. In particular, from 
the master of Aix, Modigliani adopted the system of representing space and bodies 
through planes and volumes; these influences converged in several paintings with 
strong Cézannian overtones produced during his first Parisian period. I believe, in 
any case, that he never interrupted his dialogue with the great French artist.

Modigliani expressed admiration for Soutine, and I suppose that this sen-
timent was prompted by an empathetic participation in the sacrifice that the Be-
larusian-born artist made in preserving his artistic vocation. Despite the strong 
idiosyncrasy between the two, among his own generation Modigliani truly appre-
ciated only Picasso, who, as the high priest of the Cubist revolution, embraced Céz-
anne’s initial premises and brought them to fulfillment. Together with Braque, the 
painter from Málaga introduced into the artwork the possibility for the observer 
to enjoy a vision of those volumes otherwise constrained by the limitations of the 
single viewpoint offered by Renaissance perspective.
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What was thus introduced, in essence, was what scholars are commonly inclined 
to define as the “fourth dimension,” that is, time. (It is worth recalling that, in 
contrast to the Cubist spatial concept, tridimensionality in the traditional sense 
refers to the technical device necessary to render graphically the volume of ar-
tistic objects and the sense of spatiality within a composition through the use of 
perspectival and chiaroscuro devices—a fictio, since the Corpus Mechanicum upon 
which the work was executed remained nonetheless bidimensional.). The manifesto 
of the aforementioned research is, by many, considered to be Les Demoiselles d’A-
vignon, a painting executed by Picasso in 1907, when he was renting a studio at the 
Bateau-Lavoir.

The principles underlying the Cubist movement are by now firmly consolidated 
within the theoretical heritage of the History of Art; I shall therefore proceed 
with a single example solely for narrative clarity.

Let us imagine a three-dimensional solid figure—a cube. From a given viewpoint, 
at a given moment (t’), it is possible to observe at most three of the six faces of that 
solid, while the remaining three remain hidden from view. In order to complete 
the observation of the portion of the cube concealed at moment (t’), it would be 
necessary to vary the point of observation and, consequently, to move into another 
temporal moment, which we shall call (t’’). Cubist decomposition makes it possible, 
in extreme synthesis, to condense into a single observational event—let us call it 
(E)—at a single time (t), the two temporal moments described above (t’) and (t’’), 
such that Et = t’ + t’’.

The theoretical process led to the development of different tendencies and 
has been formally divided by historiography into Proto-Cubism, Analytical Cubism, 
and Synthetic Cubism. For our present purposes, the research originated—especial-
ly in its primordial theoretical elaboration under Cézanne—from a reduction of 
figures and objects into elementary volumes. This was followed by a fragmentation 
of space and, consequently, volumes and planes were rendered through juxtaposi-
tion, superimposition, and interpenetration. In this way, there emerged a multipli-
cation of viewpoints and the elaboration of a compositional architecture freed 
from perspectival, proportional, and temporal constraints. This process produced 
the effect of rendering the represented subject nearly unrecognizable and, for 
this reason, Braque and Picasso, in order to avert an abstract drift of the composi-
tion, introduced into the painting typographic characters, signs, and forms recal-
ling reality, thereby anchoring it to the artistic elaboration.

The device just described initiated an evolution of Cubism, a tendency defined 
as Synthetic Cubism, which essentially resolved itself in a tempering of the excessi-
ve fragmentation resulting from the decompositional activity characteristic of the 
preceding Analytical Cubist phase. To this end, Braque, Picasso, and Juan Gris in-
serted into the work—after typographic characters—papier collé and trompe-l’o-
eil, compositional artifices useful in creating a bridge between the painting and 
reality (evoked especially through the materials used in papier collé). In this way, 
any explicit spatial indication became unnecessary and the compositional structure 
was refined through the sliding and juxtaposition of planes. This reflection was 
accompanied by a recovery of color—albeit still in an anti-naturalistic key—in 
contrast to the preceding Analytical Cubist tendency, in which color had been 
reduced to a very limited tonal range.
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Building upon the premises established first by Cézanne and subsequently by Cubism, 
Modigliani did not evade the imperative to rethink figurative space in an original manner; 
yet he transcended the spatial framework of tradition in a wholly personal and indepen-
dent way with respect to the avant-garde movements.

From careful observation of his works, I have concluded that the articulation by pla-
nes—visible in the classical conception of figurative space—was reinterpreted by Modi-
gliani in favor of a unity among figure, background, and space.

As a result of this research, his compositions, while engaging multiple planes of depth, 
display none of the elisions typical of the segmentation to which space was subjected in the 
traditional conception. This original configuration is the outcome, among other factors 
that we shall analyze, of a three-dimensional articulation of line that enabled the artist 
to develop his figures by engaging, without interruption, the constructed space.

Moreover, I believe I have identified, within Modigliani’s spatial conception, a further 
element of fundamental importance present in his works and capable of determining the 
sense of compositional depth. As we shall see more clearly through the analysis of the 
paintings, strengthened by his experience in sculpture, Modigliani often conceived figu-
rative space as a solid block from which he carved his figures; the immediate outcome of 
this process was the emergence of a negative space opposed to the figures. By playing upon 
the dialogical relationship between the figure (representing a full volume) and negative 
space (empty volume), Modigliani developed the sense of spatial depth that is characteristic 
of his compositions.

In this regard, we shall have occasion to examine the meaning of a note found in one 
of his drawings, dated 1914–15, in which there appears a generic and otherwise unspecified 
reference to the relationship between full and empty. Though laconic, I believe this an-
notation must be interpreted as a programmatic indication of research subsequently deve-
loped in later works.

That Modigliani proceeded from the primary and inescapable necessity of confer-
ring spatial depth upon his works is made evident by the architecture of his paintings and 
drawings, informed by perspectival and compositional choices clearly functional to the 
creation of a space tending toward infinity. As a consequence of this research, many of his 
works exhibit a compression of space, responsible for the observable deformations, produ-
cing the effect of a closure of the spatial architecture, particularly in width. In such ca-
ses, serving as a counterpoint to excessive occlusion, we find within the pictorial volumes 
openings rendered through meticulous modulation of color, inserted with the specific aim 
of alternating void and fullness. This choice possesses a precise perceptual as well as com-
positional character and imparts an extraordinary dynamism within the conceived space.

The Livornese artist thus arrived at the elaboration of a composite figurative system 
in which the relationship between full and empty—instrumental to the development of 
depth—was accompanied by a geometric use of line and the conception of original per-
spectival systems.

With regard to his investigation into the properties of color, Modigliani—being a 
remarkable colorist—traced a path that led him to define in an original manner the 
construction of the volumes that substantiate his figures. Within this field of inquiry, 
modulation of color, painterly gesture, and palette assumed significant roles—elements 
which, in Modigliani’s conception, rise as a representative example of admirable coexisten-
ce between two conceptions, traditional and modern, of the artistic object.

It is now appropriate, albeit briefly and in anticipation of more adequate treatment in 
the course of the discussion, to address the celebrated stylistic device of the “absence of 
the eyes.”
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The need to develop the composition in depth, to preserve the interconnection 
of planes, and to reduce the composition to unity led Modigliani, in my view, to 
elaborate a compositional model that entailed the visual recovery of the space 
situated behind the sitters. his intention was realized specifically through the 
hollow rendering of the orbital cavities, through which the observer’s gaze is led 
beyond the figures. The distinctive feature that has so greatly contributed to the 
fame of the Livornese artist thus possesses an exquisitely spatial meaning. As fur-
ther confirmation of this claim, one may observe the color with which the artist 
rendered the eyes: very often they are of the same color as the background. In 
other paintings, again by virtue of the aforementioned function, Modigliani modu-
lated the tonal value of the eyes’ color according to the depth assigned to them 
within the figurative structure.

It should also be noted that Modigliani’s works do not express a radical frag-
mentation of space and the consequent fusion of figure and background that may 
be observed in the early tendencies of Analytical Cubism. Although he sought to 
achieve unity between figure and background and between figure and space, he 
nonetheless maintained a structural autonomy among the elements that consti-
tute the work. The development of this discussion will make clear that, in order 
to obtain such a result, Modigliani also made use of compositional devices that I 
have termed “bridge-objects,” whose function is to connect the figure to the back-
ground and to space. We shall likewise come to understand that, in the absence of 
such bridge-objects, the composition was instead conceived by Modigliani as a solid 
block from which he extracted—cut out—the figure; in this case, we are effecti-
vely confronted with a high relief rendered pictorially.

Finally, I have identified a further quality present in Modigliani’s works. In 
some of them, an anamorphic element appears, requiring a slight inclination of 
the canvas in order to achieve a correct reading of the painting. Through this 
device, the artist introduced the observer’s viewpoint as a determining moment in 
the recomposition and genesis of the work. What results is a compositional model 
characterized by works constructed according to original perspectival systems, in 
which the figures are to be interpreted as masks of space whose form—also deri-
ving from the volumes present in the context—becomes a geometric expression, a 
symbol, of the figurative architecture conceived.

In conclusion, I believe that Modigliani inaugurated, in an entirely original 
manner, a transformation in the plastic value of space, celebrating a masterful 
synthesis between the innovations introduced by the avant-gardes and the legacy 
of classical spatial organization. Along this threshold, the legendary line ful-
ly manifests its character as a spatial transformer capable of ferrying tradition 
toward modernity.
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The Works

For the concrete verification of the 
principles set forth, I have taken as my 
first reference what many consider to 
be Modigliani’s final work, namely the 
Portrait of Mario Varvoglis (Fig. 1), a 
painting in which the pictorial acme and 
artistic maturity attained by the artist 
in the final months of his life are mani-
fest. According to witnesses who rushed 
to his aid, the canvas was present in the 
studio on rue de la Grande-Chaumière 
when Modigliani was seized and tran-
sported, in agony, to the Hôpital de la 
Charité.

In the graphic elaboration I propo-
se (Fig. 2), one may observe, in the area 
immediately above and behind the figu-
re, a background—seemingly a portion 
of a wall and/or a door—characteri-
zed by a significant deformation, volu-
metrically rendered through masterful modulation of color by means of certain 
prismatic forms and apparently devoid of specific compositional meaning. It might 
indeed appear that here Modigliani made a purely stylistic choice. We are in fact 
confronted with a sophisticated elaboration that defines the physiognomy of the 
sitter: given the inclination of the head, the points of convexity (indicated by blue 
lines) and concavity (indicated by red lines) of those solids, when geometrically 
projected, determine—with strict correspondence—the points of convexity and 
concavity of Mario’s face and define its form (Fig. 3, detail).

Portrait de Mario Varvoglis

Fig. 1
Mario Varvoglis

1919-1920
Huile sur toile

116 x 73 cm  
Coll. particulière

Ceroni n. 336
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Fig. 2
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We thus observe, realized in Mario’s face, the relationship between figure and 
space that I have discussed—a nexus that will become progressively clearer as the 
arguments advanced in this essay unfold.

Attention must be drawn to a further aspect that characterizes Modigliani’s 
compositions, linked to a dual outcome achieved by the artist in this as in other 
works: Mario’s face indeed takes shape from the volumes positioned behind his head, 
yet at the same time—though now transfigured into a new, archetypal aesthetic 
entity—it retains a minimal fidelity to the physical person portrayed, Mario Var-
voglis (Figs. 4, 5, and 6).

Modigliani succeeded in preserving his figures from a radical deconstruction 
of the volumes that compose them. This was made possible through a dynamic use of 
line which, on the one hand, ensured the development of the figure in depth and, 
on the other, safeguarded its volumetric integrity. In my view, this represents the 
most crystalline expression of a profound respect for the sitter, who is thus not 
reduced to a mere pretext for an intellectual exercise of artistic action but ele-
vated to the generative measure of visual poetry.

Fig. 3



19

Fig. 4

Fig. 5
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Fig. 6



21

If the pursuit of spatial depth and the celebration of volume constitute two of 
the cornerstones upon which Modigliani’s entire compositional architecture rests, 
a corollary of this premise is the placement of figures within the figurative space: 
they very often undergo an inclination to the right or left relative to the cen-
tral axis of the painting. In the portrait of Mario, the inclination of the head in 
fact allowed Modigliani to begin the development of the line that defines the left 
portion(for the observer) of the face and hat from a plane situated deeper than the 
frontal one (Fig. 7); the same line then underwent articulation within the concei-
ved space and, as a result, traversed and engaged several planes (indicated by the 
letters A, B, C, and D in Fig. 7).

We are in fact verifying the celebrated three-dimensional quality of Modiglia-
ni’s line, upon which several authors have expressed themselves, among whom Lionel-
lo Venturi was the first to attempt a definition. The great critic was later echoed 
by his pupil Nello Ponente.

Venturi, in an article entitled “Sulla linea di Modigliani,” published in the 
journal Poligono in 1930, stated: “the development of the line seems to bring back 
onto the plane many elements created for depth and thus suggests that he conside-
red the aim of art to be decorative value. And then one realizes that this is not at 
all the case and that his lines never develop upon the same plane and realize, in an 
appearance of surface, a three-dimensional vision.”

Ponente, in his book on Modigliani, published by Sedea/Sansoni in 1969, wrote: 
“Modigliani thus situates himself in the historical period which, ultimately, is still 
our historical period, in which the human condition seems unable to rely upon any 
certainty. Therefore, with full coherence, he spoke to us in the terms of a modern 
language, pursued—this must be specified—more rationally than instinctively. By 
means of the line developed on the plane, he was compelled to deform the site and 
the dimension of the images he represented. Also in order to propose more intimate 
truths, to reveal an unknown world. In this way he posited his artistic practice as 
the possibility of transcending everyday reality…”

I believe that Lionello Venturi had indeed grasped the core of Modigliani’s 
research, and perhaps the only manifest limitation of his position lies in the absen-
ce of an empirical demonstration of his assertions. I have sought to remedy this by 
sharing the interpretation provided by the great critic through certain graphic 
elaborations (as you have already seen in the case of Mario’s head), with the caveat 
that the geometric properties of the line do not exhaust the factors determining 
the compositional outcome of Modigliani’s works.

Let us proceed further with the analysis of the painting.
The figure thus emerges from a kind of sculptural matrix rendered pictorially, 

pregnant with volumes, which plastically restores the relationship between the fi-
gure and the conceived space. Let us observe the line that also defines the right 
side (for the observer) of the head: it begins to develop from depth, traverses space 
articulating itself across several planes, and ends on the frontal plane, dividing 
the figure into two parts (Fig. 8; the planes are indicated by the letters A, B, C).
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Fig. 7

Fig. 8
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Continuing the analysis, we may also note, beginning at the height of the right shoulder, 
the peculiar configuration assumed by the line defining the volume and form of the right 
arm (for the observer). Once again, we have the opportunity to verify the three-dimensio-
nal articulation of the line across different planes, in accordance with the development 
of the figure within space (Fig. 9: A, B, C, D, E, F).

Fig. 9
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Furthermore, the transformation of the shape of the volumes present in the context 
marks the transitions between planes and delineates the relationship of depth with the 
figure (Fig. 10). I also seem to discern an opening (Fig. 10, letter B) which, together with 
the aforementioned elements, accounts—in my view—for the existence, within Modiglia-
ni’s compositions, of the biunivocal relationship between fullness and void. As stated pre-
viously, this opening also serves the function of mitigating excessive closure within the 
figurative space.

Taken as a whole, the painting, in its final aesthetic effect, may be likened to a kind 
of high relief rendered pictorially, which nonetheless betrays, throughout the entire arc 
of Modigliani’s artistic trajectory, the persistence of his bond with sculpture.

I would now like to direct attention to a detail of the portrait of Mario that will al-
low us to better understand the degree of meticulousness with which Modigliani develo-
ped his works (Fig. 11). Let us consider the left arm (for the observer): it appears suspended 
in mid-air; there seems to be no visible support justifying its posture. Now let us observe the 
fingers of the left hand: the thumb and index finger close at a point (Fig. 11, red point and 
arrow). What we are observing is a symbolic gesture to which Modigliani assigned a spatial 
function and from which we may derive the maximum point of concavity of the conceived 
space. If we project an imaginary line departing from the junction of the two fingers, tra-
versing the compositional space, we reach the maximum point of depth situated behind the 
sitter (Fig. 11, yellow line indicating the maximum concavity of the composition).

The overcoming of traditional spatial structure was one of the principal achievements 
of Cubism, and Modigliani moved from similar premises while resolving figurative space in 
an entirely independent manner.

I anticipate that, in the conception of the Livornese artist, the image is liberated from 
the constraint of the support and projected—through the mediation of the observer—
into a tridimensionality that is not merely fictive but real. We shall have occasion to 
explore this latter concept more fully in the analysis of the works that follow.

Fig. 10
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Fig. 11
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La Noble Lady

At this point, let us proceed with the analysis of a drawing entitled La Noble 
Lady, probably a portrait of Beatrice Hastings (Fig. 26), which will allow us to take 
a further step toward clarifying Modigliani’s management of space.

Fig. 26
La Noble Lady
1915
Crayon gras sur papier
45,5 x 26,5 cm
Coll. particulière
Patani n. 137
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Behind the depicted subject, from top to bottom, there develops a volumetric 
body similar to that identified in the portrait of Mario Varvoglis (Fig. 27).

I have therefore proceeded to highlight, by means of straight lines, the afore-
mentioned volume, which I have hypothesized to be morphologically composed of 
several triangular prisms. Each solid figure composing this volumetry, analogously 
to what we observed in the portrait of Mario, possesses points of convexity and 
concavity which, when geometrically projected, respectively generate the points 
of convexity and concavity of Beatrice Hastings’s face and model her features.

Specifically, taking into account the particular perspectival choice, the vo-
lumetric body marked with the letter (A), in blue, positioned to the left (for the 
observer), is responsible for modeling the left side of the face; the volume (B), in 
green, confers shape upon the nose; and the solid body indicated with (C), in yel-
low, informs the right side of the face (Figs. 27 and 28).

Moreover, we may verify the meticulousness with which Modigliani executed 
the drawing under examination: a small line, tangent to the left nostril (for the 
observer), indicates a point of concavity of the face corresponding to the concavity 
of the volume positioned behind the sitter (Figs. 27 and 28, maroon line).

Contributing to the emergence of the notable degree of elaboration to whi-
ch Modigliani subjected his compositions is a detail that at first glance might ap-
pear almost negligible: the brow ridge (the only one sketched and visible in the 
drawing) constitutes a compositional device suggesting the change of plane in the 
transition from volume (B) to volume (C) (Fig. 29).

I have also sought to highlight—solely for the purpose of ensuring a more 
adequate reading—the spatial construction present in the drawing under analysis, 
making use of a parallelepiped traced in light blue, as may be observed in Fig. 30.

Furthermore, the insertion of the figure within ellipses with reduced semi-a-
xes, represented by an armchair, confers a marked dynamism upon the composition 
(Fig. 31).

Ultimately, the figure represented in this drawing develops across several pla-
nes: the head occupies the deepest one, and the body articulates itself until it rea-
ches the plane closest to the observer. From the composition there clearly emerges 
the influence of space upon the formal outcome of the figure, to such an extent 
that the latter may be considered a geometric property of the conceived space, 
from which it directly proceeds in order to assume the form visible to us.
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Fig. 27
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Fig. 28

Fig. 29
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Fig. 30
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Fig. 31
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Portrait of Beatrice Hastings

A further confirmation of the modus operandi adopted by Modigliani comes from another 
probable portrait of Beatrice Hastings, likewise executed in 1915 (Fig. 34).

For the conception and realization of the figurative space of the work under examination, 
Modigliani followed the same process that has emerged from the works analyzed thus far.

The figure is placed within a room; the face and neck are modeled upon a hollow volume whi-
ch I believe to be a window present in the room occupied by the sitter. I have therefore adjusted 
the contrast of the original drawing in order to facilitate the reading of my graphic interven-
tion: it will be noted that the shape of the upper portion of the head and that of the left and 
right extremities of the face and neck are determined, respectively, by the arch of the window 
and by the jambs that delimit it (Fig. 35).

Let us observe, in particular, within the geometric projection that determines the right side 
of the neck and face, a slight torsion toward the center of the form deriving from the right jamb 
of the window—an operation functional, in my view, to conferring a completed form upon the 
figure.

In this work, once again, the importance assumed by the relationship between figure and 
space—and the peculiar meaning attributed to it in determining the final form of the composi-
tion—is manifest.

The spatial context elaborated by Modigliani, as we have verified, is pregnant with volumes 
and objects—which I have defined as bridge-objects—very often positioned behind the sitters, as 
in this case, conceived also in relation to creating a connection between figure and background 
in order to reduce the figurative space to unity.

As I believe, these are often elements truly present within the spatial context, functiona-
lized by Modigliani also for the purpose of linking reality to the artistic composition, thereby 
transcending mere representation. At times these objects (which may consist of pictograms, inscrip-
tions, signs, objects, disguised volumes apparently devoid of meaning) represent an exercise in pure 
composition which, beyond possessing the spatial value already discussed, also serve as a kind of 
signature. At other times, both elements drawn from real context and objects created purely in 
function of spatial architecture are present.

In this regard, I propose a hypothesis concerning the possible origin of the window and, 
consequently, the contribution that the context may have had in determining the final form of 
Beatrice Hastings’s head and neck.

It is established that the English poet and Modigliani shared, during the period of their re-
lationship between 1914 and 1915, a small cottage in Montmartre, located at 13 Rue Norvins. The 
photographs I have retrieved online show the current state of the building (Fig. 36) and, if—as 
I believe—its appearance has remained substantially unchanged over the past hundred years, it 
is highly probable that the element depicted in the drawing, which contributes to defining the 
shape of Beatrice’s head and neck, is precisely one of the windows or the main entrance of the 
apartment still visible today (Figs. 36 and 37, comparison).
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Fig. 34
La vita domestica
Beatrice Hastings
1915
Crayon sur papier
42x26 cm
Coll. particulière
Patani n. 51
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Fig. 35
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      Fig. 36

Fig. 37
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In other words, and in my view, Modigliani produced a synthesis between the 
real spatial context and the person portrayed in order to derive the form obser-
vable in the drawing. In the elaboration I have proposed (Fig. 35), I have identified 
on the apex of the sitter’s head a groove with a square section; for the reasons sta-
ted, it is possible that this represents the cast of the lower portion of the keystone 
still visible in the arch of one of the windows or the entrance door of the building 
at 13 Rue Norvins (Figs. 36 and 37). In this case, the real spatial context would rise 
to the status of signifier of the composition imagined by Modigliani, and the artist 
would have indissolubly bound effigy, sitter, and spatial context, transfiguring 
them into a new entity characterized by aesthetic autonomy.

Within the context thus delineated must be inserted the reading of the spatial 
value of the window positioned behind the sitter, from which opens a space tending 
toward infinity, evoked by the artist through modulation of the tonal value of the 
graphite (Fig. 38). Indeed, the central portion of the face reflects the figurative 
space expressed in this work.

Observe, in this regard, the further volumetric elaboration of the head (Fig. 
38).

You will notice how Modigliani’s intention is to infuse the face with a signifi-
cant development in depth which, not by chance, has been modeled upon a hollow 
body: the course of the line defining the brow ridges evokes the depth of the win-
dow because it develops across several planes and levels of depth. The eyes, too, 
are placed on a different plane, and one much less recessed, than that upon which 
the brow ridges are situated.

Let us pause for a moment on the execution of the nose: it is represented as a 
hollow volume because, through the use of a void—a negative space—the artist 
succeeds in more effectively conveying the sense of depth of the figure, recalling 
the void that develops behind the face in order to create a connection with the 
window-opening. Moreover, the slightly inclined neck and head contribute to em-
phasizing the depth of field, recurring to the same compositional model observed 
in the portrait of Mario Varvoglis (Fig. 38).

The inscriptions visible in the drawing—“La Vita Domestica,” “Santa,” delimi-
ted by a parallelepiped—were conceived and inserted into the space in such a way 
as to recall the perspectival structure. The inscription at the upper right, “SOE-
URE CHARITABLE,” develops across two planes: “SOEURE” (indicated by a blue 
line) is positioned deeper, whereas “CHARITABLE,” aligned with a yellow line, is 
perspectivally closer to the observer (Figs. 39 and 40).

As already noted with regard to the surname of the Lipchitz couple in the 
painting portraying them, within Modigliani’s spaces every element—even the one 
apparently most insignificant or negligible—contributes to emphasizing the spa-
tial architecture and the sense of depth of the composition.
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             Fig. 38
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Fig. 39
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                Fig. 40

          Fig. 41
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Let us again direct our attention to the right arm (for the observer) of the sit-
ter. You will notice how Modigliani constructs and defines the volume upon which 
the anatomical segment in question develops and takes form (Fig. 41, detail).

From the reading of this drawing there emerges, once more, the particular 
conception Modigliani had of space and volume. All the elements composing the 
work are in symphonic accord, meticulously conceived as a unison in function of the 
overall compositional development.

We find ourselves, in my view, before one of the crucial moments of Modiglia-
ni’s artistic maturity.

It is 1915 and, after the years devoted to sculpture, the artist brings to com-
pletion the aesthetic for which he is universally recognized. Certainly an annus 
mirabilis for him, both on the human and artistic planes, also by reason of the re-
lationship established with Beatrice Hastings, which—despite moments of intense 
tension—seems to have granted him a fertile creative impulse.

I previously referred, in discussing the portrait of Mario and that of the Li-
pchitz couple, to the tridimensionality of Modigliani’s line, defined as its specific 
geometric quality of articulating itself across multiple planes.

But there is more.
The study of this formidable drawing has enabled me to deepen an additional 

spatial conception present in Modigliani’s works, to which I have already alluded.
His compositions contain a tridimensional piece of information inasmuch as they 

are conceived through the use of anamorphosis, an optical phenomenon resulting 
in an aberration of the image through alteration of height-width ratios. The ima-
ge must therefore be observed from a specific viewpoint, in a markedly inclined 
position, in order to be read correctly. In painting, many artists have employed 
anamorphism; Leonardo himself mentions it in certain notes, and many scholars 
assert that the disproportion of the arm observable in his Annunciation, now hou-
sed in the Uffizi, is the result of the use of this particular technique. One of the 
best-known applications of anamorphic technique appears in The Ambassadors by 
Hans Holbein the Younger, preserved at the National Gallery in London (Fig. 42), 
a work in which the image of a human skull is concealed and whose correct reading 
requires a sharply oblique view (Fig. 43).

When an oblique perspectival view is applied to the portrait under examina-
tion—achieved by inclining the painting—one again observes a pronounced deve-
lopment of the figure in depth, with a plastic rendering of the tridimensionality 
of the composition.

Modigliani, with meticulous care, also provides the indication of the expansion 
of planes in space, having modulated the figure both in relation to the depth he in-
tended to represent and to the perspective from which the work is to be observed.

The acute-angle representation of the shoulders implies precisely this princi-
ple, whereby they are, when viewed perspectivally, at a greater depth than the 
other parts of the body.

To emphasize the development of the figure in depth, the artist suggests chan-
ges of plane also through the subdivision of the torso into sections. Observe, in 
particular, the lines indicated in red that traverse the sitter’s torso transversely: 
they mark a change of plane (Fig. 44).
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     Fig. 42

Fig. 43
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Furthermore, from the adopted perspective one may better notice the description of a 
hollow volume at the center of the torso (Fig. 44, yellow arrow), suggested by the shawl 
resting upon the sitter’s shoulders. Once again, the primary intention of the Livornese ar-
tist is to confer depth upon the figure and to endow it with tridimensional and sculptural 
consistency.

I would add that Modigliani always expresses an excellent synthesis in the conception 
of his works, achieving his characteristic aesthetic results through an economical use of 
pictorial and compositional means.

A paradigmatic example of this principle may be found in the representation of the 
shoulders, whose peculiar form constitutes one of the recurring stylistic devices in his 
portraits.

We have already verified, in the drawing under examination, how they wedge them-
selves—when seen from below in perspective—into space in order to evoke depth. In many 
other works they are merely suggested, and the rendering of a minimal portion of them 
is often justified by the fact that Modigliani represented only the minimum information 
necessary for the composition to be read in perspective and for the tridimensionality of 
the painting to be effectively conveyed.

        Fig. 44
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Portrait of Renée

Let us move on to analyze a painting from 1917 entitled “Renée” (Fig. 45). In 
order to examine the spatial research carried out in this work, I proceeded to 
adapt it to a rational perspective from below by tilting the canvas (Fig. 46).

It seems to me that a portion of the bust, up to a certain height—before the 
shoulders begin to develop—has a subtler tonal value of color (Figs. 45 and 46).

I believe that Modigliani modulated the color and employed a different gra-
dient of brightness (in his drawings he proceeds through a modulation of the tonal 
value of graphite or by means of barely perceptible articulations of the line) to 
indicate not only a change of plane, but also the spatial independence between 
them, as can be observed in Fig. 46. In this portrait, the shape of the shoulders 
appears to refer to the Reuleaux triangle, which represents a congenial form for 
emulating the three-dimensionality of the space in which the figure is placed and 
develops, and for effectively engaging a plane set deeper than the frontal one. 
For Modigliani, a mere hint suffices—or rather, the simple representation of the 
angle of the shoulders and a calibrated variation of color—to offer, through a 
masterful reversal of the plane, a sculpture rendered pictorially. The principle 
recalls the spatial function of color, used as a gradient of depth in structuring 
the architecture of the composition; and the reference, once again, to the chro-
matic approach of Cézanne, the Impressionists, and Van Gogh is clearly evident, 
certainly not forgetful of the echo of that formidable intuition on Leonardo’s 
part: the introduction into painting of the concept of aerial perspective.

In this regard, James M. Carpenter has observed: “Cézanne separated planes 
in space by gradually lightening or darkening the rear plane of two overlapping 
planes.” Later, the Cubists used gradients of brightness to signal the reciprocal 
spatial independence of overlapping forms.

We may therefore define the Portrait of Renée (though the principle applies to 
many of Modigliani’s paintings) as a perspectival figure overturned onto the fron-
tal plane, where I believe it is even possible to discern, in the modulation of color, 
the so-called hinge of the reversal (red line, Fig. 46).

The elongated shape of the neck also finds its rationale within the conceived 
spatial framework: the apparent, abnormal length becomes more restrained when 
we observe the painting from an oblique perspective and, at the same time, we are 
given back the sculptural perception of a vertical setting into the bust (Fig. 46).

By now, we have come to understand that, in order to be properly read, Modi-
gliani’s paintings must very often be observed with the canvas tilted, owing to an 
image construction grounded in the principles underlying anamorphosis.

It is an entirely original way of conceiving space and, consequently, perspecti-
ve, since it frees the vision of the work from the rigidity of a figurative structure 
anchored to the support and opens it to the viewer’s gaze as an essential moment 
within the overall interpretative process of the work of art.
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Moreover, the complex investigation into figurative space, with the results we are 
highlighting, should in my view be traced back to Modì’s need to remain fundamentally 
faithful to the subject portrayed and to free himself from the aesthetic outcomes of Cu-
bism, which, from this standpoint, brought about an almost complete disintegration of the 
figure—a process to which I believe Modigliani deliberately refused to adhere.

I am convinced that herein lies the innovative contribution offered by the artist 
from Livorno: on the one hand, he wished to remain faithful to a tradition of form; on 
the other, he nonetheless felt the necessity of engaging with the broad theoretical fra-
mework arising from the new spatial conception inaugurated by the avant-gardes. From this 
pressing context, Modigliani emerged by carving out a unique path, in which the three-di-
mensional quality of line, the experience derived from his activity as a sculptor, the use 
of color, and innovative perspectival systems became the interpretative keys of a language 
that turned into an essential instrument for positioning himself along the ridge between 
two seemingly irreconcilable conceptions—yet masterfully condensed by him into his po-
etic vision.

Fig. 45
Renée
1917
Huilke sur toile
61 x 38 cm
MASP, San Paolo Brasile
Ceroni n. 137
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               Fig. 46
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Portrait of Hanka Zborowska

Within Modigliani’s oeuvre there exists a painting that encapsulates, with ex-
traordinary efficacy, the decisive role played by space in determining the physio-
gnomy of the depicted subject. I refer to the Portrait of Hanka (Anna) Zborowska 
(Fig. 66), companion of Modigliani’s final dealer, Leopold Zborowski.

The composition is executed in the artist’s characteristic style: the neck and 
head are elongated, while the shoulders are only faintly indicated.

In my view, Modigliani here enacted a compression of space and, consequently, 
of perspective; this operation necessarily entailed a deformation of proportions 
and an elongation of the sitter’s head and neck.

At this point, the underlying cause of the celebrated stylistic hallmark of 
elongated faces and necks becomes clear: it is often the immediate result of a con-
traction of space and perspective that bears upon the form of faces, necks, and, more 
generally, figures, deforming them. Verification of this principle emerges when the 
painting is viewed from an oblique or accidental perspective: space dilates, and the 
sitter regains, even in this case, more canonical proportions (Fig. 67).

Through an intentional aberration of height–width ratios, Modigliani created 
a spatial construction whose tridimensionality is not merely fictive but real—pro-
vided, as I have already argued, that the observer actively seeks the appropriate 
vantage point and distance required for a correct reading of the work.

Fig. 66
Hanka Zborowska au bou-
geoir
1919
Huile sur toile
55 x 39 cm
Coll. particulière
Ceroni n. 312



47

Fig. 67
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This painting, however, offers additional interpretative keys deserving fur-
ther exploration.

In accordance with the principle previously articulated—namely, that the ele-
ments of context and space stand in a dialogical relationship with the effigy of the 
portrayed subject—the candlestick visible in this work functions as a semantic and 
formal metaphor of the portrait: a maquette, so to speak, of Hanka Zborowska’s 
painted image.

If we examine Fig. 68 and begin from the uppermost point, we note that the 
candle’s wick replicates the form of the parting at the apex of Hanka’s head and 
geometrically reiterates the arc describing the upper contour of her skull.

Moreover, through the configuration of the candle and its holder, Modigliani 
retraces and suggests the shifts of plane, the depths, the alternation of fullness 
and void, the concavities and convexities of Hanka’s face and neck.

Concerning the possible meaning of this highly original figurative arrange-
ment, I believe a hypothesis may be advanced.

In earlier chapters I anticipated Modigliani’s intention to achieve unity betwe-
en figure and space. The insertion within the pictorial context of volumes, objects, 
or figurative elements—whether real or purely abstract—that confer or con-
tribute to conferring form upon the effigy fulfils a decisive bridging function, 
establishing an interdependent linkage between figure and space.

One need only recall the works already discussed, in which the dialogical re-
lationship between figure and space is consistently present.

Conversely—yet at the same time corroborating this interpretation—are tho-
se works in which such “bridge-objects” are absent. In those instances, in order to 
preserve the unity to which I have referred, Modigliani appears to have conceived 
the pictorial space as a compact, solid block from which he carved the figure, tre-
ating it—as observed in other examples—much like a bas-relief (an aspect to be 
examined more fully in the analysis of the portrait of Survage).

It seems evident, in my view, that this modus operandi reflects the profound 
influence exerted by sculpture upon Modigliani’s pictorial conception and the for-
mation of his distinctive aesthetic.

The principle of the bridge-object, moreover, is not unique to the Livornese 
master; it finds a formal antecedent in a celebrated earlier work, albeit with fun-
damentally different meaning.

I refer to the so-called Madonna dal collo lungo by Parmigianino, housed in 
the Uffizi Gallery in Florence, which Modigliani would almost certainly have seen 
(Fig. 69). In Parmigianino’s painting, the colonnade behind the Madonna visually 
echoes her elongated neck. The relationship between colonnade and neck, howe-
ver, carries a symbolic-theological significance, assimilating Mary to the suppor-
ting pillar of the Church. In the portrait of Hanka, by contrast, the relationship 
between candlestick and sitter serves a primarily spatial function: it creates a 
connective bond between the effigy and the constructed space, reducing them to 
unity.

A further characteristic of these symbolic devices—sometimes expressed in the 
form of enigmatic pictograms—present within Modigliani’s spaces deserves emphasis. 
They frequently operate as a form of signature and may be understood as manife-
stations of the Jewish cultural substratum permeating Modigliani’s work; indeed, as 
I am inclined to believe, they may reflect a conception of reality rooted in Kab-
balistic tradition.



49

Fig. 68
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  Fig. 69
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Seated Woman

We have almost reached the end of this long examination of the works.

The drawing we are about to analyze displays such complexity as to justify its 
discussion at the conclusion of a path which, I hope, has provided access—albeit not 
definitively—to the most hidden recesses of Modigliani’s poetics. With this work, 
the artist offers a further example of the extremely high level of elaboration and 
artistic maturity of which he was capable. It is a portrait of a woman, a strongly 
stylized figure (Fig. 96 the original work, Fig. 97 the graphic elaboration I propo-
se).

Immediately behind the shoulders of the sitter, to the left and right, one may 
discern the presence of certain volumes, which I have marked with the letters (A), 
(B), and (C) (Fig. 98, detail).

From the outset, I must inform the reader that these volumes are responsible 
for the shape of the head and neck of the figure and function as a kind of matrix.

Let us see how.
In the case of this drawing, Modigliani treated the figure in much the same way 

as a sculpture and, according to the interpretation I now propose, provided us with 
the elements to read it in this sense. One must therefore imagine a single solid 
block composed of the set of volumes (A), (B), and (C) (Fig. 98), from which the artist 
has ideally carved out the head and neck of the sitter.

The form describing the central part of the face and neck (volume B)—which 
I have outlined in red and projected perpendicularly above the figure’s head to 
facilitate its reading (in yellow)—underwent a geometric projection behind the 
sitter. As a result, taking into account perspectival curvature and the deformation 
due to compositional choice, it was represented as a particular type of hyperbolic 
paraboloid tending toward infinity, instilling a pronounced dynamic tension into 
the composition and conveying an intense perception of depth (volume B).

Once the form describing the central portion has been accounted for, the re-
maining parts of the face and neck, left and right, were derived, in Modigliani’s 
conception, respectively from volumes (A) and (C), presented, once again, as if they 
were a matrix (Figs. 97 and 98).

On volume (A), in fact, one can see a modulation of the tonal value of the 
graphite that bears the imprint of the left side—relative to the viewer—of the 
face. Observe the comparison between the detail of the original drawing and that 
of the graphic elaboration. Modigliani undertakes the creation of a drawing of 
extraordinarily high technical quality, such is the precision and level of detail 
achieved (Figs. 96, 97, and 98).
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Fig. 96
Femme assise

1916
Crayon sur papier

45 x 30 cm
Coll. particulière

Patani, n. 202
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Fig. 97
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Let us proceed with the analysis of the volume marked with the letter (C), 
positioned behind the sitter’s right shoulder (from the viewer’s perspective) (Fig. 
98). This represents the matrix of the right side—again, from the viewer’s stan-
dpoint—of the figure’s face and neck, apart, of course, from the volume that gives 
shape to the central portion of the face (which, as noted, is outlined in red and, in 
projection, in yellow, marked with the letter B).

Modigliani depicted volume (C) as a concavity, presented to the viewer and 
subject, in its upper part, to a deformation resulting from the need to harmonize it 
with the singular spatial and perspectival choice.

Finally, in order to infuse stylistic and perspectival coherence into the entire 
composition, the artist adjusted—through the observable deformation—the volu-
me marked with the letter (C) to that indicated with the letter (B), causing both 
to converge toward a common vanishing point (Fig. 98).

Fig. 98
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Nu couché

We have now reached the final stage of a journey which I hope has restored to 
view the poetic vision of an artist endowed with a creative genius of indisputable 
artistic value—one who contributed to redefining the criteria by which we com-
monly approach the work of art.

With this concluding step, I turn to the observation and analysis of one last 
work, among the most emblematic of Modigliani’s production, to which a substan-
tial portion of the following chapter will be devoted.

The works examined thus far, as I have sought to demonstrate, constitute fun-
damental junctures within Modigliani’s creative process and define, I believe une-
quivocally, a distinctive modus operandi in which extraordinary spatial elabora-
tion, volume, colour, the purity of line, and a predilection for enigma coexist in 
dynamic equilibrium.

Nu Couché (Fig. 99), for its part, has achieved renown for having become one of 
the most expensive paintings ever sold and is widely regarded as one of the most 
beautiful nudes in modern art.

Suffused with grace and formal balance, the painting redefined the canonical 
treatment of its subject. The need to investigate its composition in this chapter ari-
ses from the fact that it shares, with certain works already subjected to analytical 
scrutiny, a common denominator. Indeed, there is a particular detail that captured 
my attention, which I therefore isolated (Fig. 101). I sought to determine what this 
form might represent and excluded the possibility that it was a sheet, as might at 
first appear; it lacks both the softness and the aesthetic rendering of drapery (and 
Modigliani was certainly capable of depicting drapery).

I deduced that it might indicate—analogously to what we have observed in pre-
viously analysed works—the maquette of a matrix: a key for reading the painting, 
and perhaps a signature.

A comparison between this minute form and the remainder of the painting is 
necessary in order to comprehend the relationship between the two elements.

I therefore propose a graphic elaboration from which it is readily verifiable 
that the model’s body reclines upon a bed saturated with volumes. By following 
the contours of the figure, one may discern the convexities and concavities pro-
duced by the body’s weight upon the mattress—effects that Modigliani rendered 
pictorially through an extremely subtle, meticulous, and refined modulation of 
colour, producing a volumetric articulation that betrays the painting’s sculptural 
essence. In particular, I believe that Modigliani, in this instance as well, conceived 
the bed—and the context within which the model is placed—as a solid block from 
which he carved the volume of the figure (Fig. 100).

If we now turn our attention to the small white form, we may observe that it 
is traversed by a line modulated in black. This line stands in close relationship to 
the one that would be obtained by drawing a longitudinal axis through the model’s 
body; both define the shifts of plane within the work. Indeed, the function of this 
small white maquette is precisely to provide a key for identifying the planes and 
interpreting the spatial development of the composition. I have, in fact, identified 
three planes, indicated in Figs. 100 and 101 by the letters (A), (B), and (C).
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Fig. 99
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Fig. 100

Fig. 101
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In this case, given the overall spatial development of the painting, I do not 
believe that this element may be ascribed the function of mediating between figure 
and space; therefore, the considerations advanced earlier regarding the “brid-
ge-object” cannot be applied here.

It is probable that Modigliani’s innate propensity for enigma led him to assign 
to this module as well the recurrent value of signature and cryptographic key 
that characterises such elements.

I now invite the reader to observe the small “stroke,” marked in red, positio-
ned to the left (from the viewer’s perspective) and occupying plane (C) (Fig. 101), in 
order to assess whether this apparently negligible detail may also fulfil a spatial 
function within the compositional economy. If we accept—as I believe has been 
amply demonstrated—that Modigliani executed his works with meticulous care, 
then we may recognise in this singular pictorial sign a formal correspondence with 
the model’s arm (specifically the elbow) (Fig. 100). This implies that we are not con-
fronted with a mere accidental flourish, but rather with an element intended to 
indicate the additional plane—designated, as noted, by the letter (C)—situated 
along the edge of the bed.

Whether this is indeed a bed will be examined in the following chapter, where 
I shall also attempt to address the question of the place and time of execution of 
Nu Couché.
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        The theme of the nude occupies a position of primacy within the corpus of works 
by Amedeo Modigliani. This is due principally to the exceptional pictorial qua-

lity that distinguishes certain of his canvases and to the artist’s ability to forge a 
remarkable synthesis between what he absorbed, during his formative years, from 
the Italian artistic tradition and the wholly modern and original conception he be-
stowed upon his subjects. Indeed, his nudes have been regarded as precursors of that 
extraordinary season of auteur photography that developed from the 1930s throu-
gh the end of the twentieth century. The Livornese artist unquestionably merits 
recognition for having revitalised a subject that had become exhausted, infusing it 
with a personality that constitutes one of the principal factors behind its success 
among collectors and the wider public. In Modigliani’s case, moreover, one obser-
ves a phenomenon whereby popular and commercial acclaim was followed—perhaps 
belatedly—by renewed critical attention, initially hesitant in its reception of an 
artist resistant to facile categorisation. For many scholars, Modigliani did not en-
gage systematically with the nude until the transition from the patronage of Paul 
Guillaume to that of Leopold Zborowski. It was allegedly the Polish dealer who 
encouraged him to devote himself consistently to this theme, undoubtedly more ap-
pealing to the market. In truth, the artist had already produced certain “studies” 
of the nude during his early Parisian years; yet, lacking the regularity that im-
plies sustained investigation, these must be considered occasional incursions (with 
the exception of the caryatids, which, unlike the nudes—properly understood as 
portraits—constitute, in my view, studies devoted to the construction of volume). 
Setting aside those early experiments, I maintain—contrary to the prevailing view 
in the literature—that Modigliani executed at least one of his nudes, the most 
celebrated of them all, Nu Couché, prior to entering the orbit of Leopold Zbo-
rowski, and that the official dating to 1917 ought therefore to be reconsidered. 
As is often the case with Modigliani’s oeuvre, the chronology of the nudes remains 
a debated variable within the broader field of scholarship. Alongside carefully 
reasoned datings, one encounters others that are decidedly equivocal. In the case 
of the nudes in general, and of Nu Couché in particular, I believe the uncertainty 
has been fuelled above all by a specific circumstance: aside from a few early exhibi-
tion catalogues—almost always devoid of illustrations—and scattered eyewitness 
accounts, in the absence of documentary records containing accurate notes of suc-
cessive changes of ownership, dating has frequently rested upon arbitrary attri-
butions to one year or another. Provenance has often been reconstructed on the 
basis of an original ownership that is itself debatable, especially considering that 
certain paintings passed repeatedly from Paul Guillaume to Leopold Zborowski, 
and vice versa, without any detailed account of such transfers.

The Nude in Modigliani’s Oeuvre
The Particular Case of Nu Couché
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It should not be forgotten that relations between Modigliani and Paul Guil-
laume did not cease, even after the artist had formally joined Zborowski’s circle. 
Evidence of this emerges from a letter written by Modigliani to Zborowski, and 
from photographs taken during the artist’s stay in the south of France, which show 
Paul Guillaume in Modigliani’s company between April–May 1918 and the end of 
May 1919, when Zborowski was officially his patron. These attest that the two de-
alers collaborated, for a considerable period, in managing the artistic legacy of 
the Livornese painter.

In this regard, Marc Restellini has argued that the two gallerists—operating 
on the Rive Gauche and the Rive Droite respectively—should be regarded, albeit 
to different degrees, as the principal architects of Modigliani’s posthumous success.

If provenance-based dating thus proves fertile ground for inextricable misun-
derstandings, my investigation necessarily shifted to more challenging terrain, ju-
stified—especially in the case of Nu Couché—by the discovery of a document that 
I deemed fundamental and deserving of thorough examination. For the producti-
ve development of this and the subsequent chapters, what proves decisive is the 
attempt to establish as precisely as possible the lodgings occupied by Modigliani 
between 1915 and 1917. It must be acknowledged, preliminarily, that reconstructing 
the full sequence of ateliers and dwellings inhabited by Modigliani is a formidable 
task, given contemporary testimonies indicating that he—like many artists in his 
milieu—lived in a state of near-constant displacement in Paris.

With Paul Guillaume’s intervention, circumstances appeared destined to im-
prove; yet the dealer’s contribution, although it brought renewed prosperity, may 
require some qualification. A scientific analysis conducted by the consortium of 
French museums on the occasion of the exhibition at the LAM revealed that du-
ring the period of Guillaume’s patronage, Modigliani frequently reused canvases—
traces of earlier compositions being statistically more numerous in works from his 
early Parisian years and those produced under Guillaume’s aegis. This may indicate 
that the dealer did not supply, beyond agreed purchase payments, the materials ne-
cessary for the execution of new works.

What is crucial for our purposes, however, is that Paul Guillaume secured for 
Modigliani a new studio at the Bateau-Lavoir.

As will become evident in what follows, the precise chronology of the (at least 
formally defined) transition from Guillaume to Zborowski serves as a watershed 
in the reconstruction proposed here, enabling a more accurate identification of 
Modigliani’s lodgings between 1915 and 1917. In particular, delimiting the period 
of his stay at the Bateau-Lavoir—indissolubly linked to Guillaume’s patronage—
opens the way, in my view, to a more precise dating of Nu Couché and to a circum-
scribed hypothesis concerning its place of execution. Consequently, I shall be able 
to formulate conjectures regarding the dating of several other nudes.

The Premise
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Having left the Montparnasse district, Modigliani is said—according to his 
daughter—to have taken up residence as early as 1914 at 13 Rue Ravignan, within 
the celebrated structure known as the Bateau-Lavoir, a setting of auspicious days 
for the history of modern art. It remains unclear why Jeanne placed her father’s 
settlement there in 1914; perhaps she inferred the date from the supposed year in 
which Paul Guillaume assumed responsibility for Modigliani’s artistic production. 
I have, however, sufficient grounds to regard that chronology as imprecise. From 
Paul Guillaume’s own testimonies, from a letter by Modigliani to his mother, and 
from the correspondence between Guillaume and his mentor Guillaume Apollinai-
re, one may infer with near certainty that 1915—most probably September—was the 
year in which Amedeo moved into the building.

In a letter addressed to Giovanni Scheiwiller, dated 6 April 1932, Paul Guil-
laume wrote:

“… In 1914, throughout 1915 and part of 1916, I was the sole purchaser of Mo-
digliani’s paintings, and it was only in 1917 that Mr. Zborowski took charge of him. 
Modigliani had been introduced to me by Max Jacob. He was then living with Bea-
trice Hastings, working either at her place or at that of the painter Haviland, or 
else in a studio I had rented for him at 13 Rue Ravignan, or in the small Montmar-
tre house he occupied for a time with Beatrice Hastings and where he painted my 
portrait…”

In this missive Guillaume does not specify the exact year in which Modigliani 
took up residence at the Bateau-Lavoir; moreover, it was written twelve years 
after the artist’s death. He was more precise in an article published in Les Arts à 
Paris (no. 6, November 1920), only months after Modigliani’s death and thus closer 
in time to the events described:

“… it was in 1915 that he left Montparnasse to settle in a studio I rented for 
him at 13 Rue Ravignan, in that historic wooden building which had witnessed the 
difficult and epic hours of Picasso, Max Jacob, the Douanier Rousseau, and many 
painters now more or less celebrated…”

Guillaume’s recollection is corroborated by a letter Modigliani addressed to 
his mother on Friday, 9 November 1915, informing her of his new address: “New ad-
dress: 13 Place Émile Goudeau XVII…”. Place Émile Goudeau is the square before 
the Bateau-Lavoir, formerly part of Rue Ravignan until 1911, when it was renamed. 
Modigliani was thus clearly communicating his relocation to the Bateau-Lavoir.

If he notified his mother in November 1915, Guillaume’s 1920 recollection of 
having rented him the studio in that year gains credence. Further confirmation 
may be gleaned from the correspondence between Guillaume and Apollinaire, whi-
ch marks the moment when the dealer began taking a serious interest in the Livor-
nese artist.
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On 10 September 1915, Guillaume informed Apollinaire of his intention to make 
an offer to Modigliani; five days later came Apollinaire’s laconic reply:

“Modigliani—bind him, do not let yourself be bound. Do not argue with him. 
Take it or leave it. But above all sculpture, and very, very cheap.”

Moreover, it would be difficult to suppose that, shortly after moving to the 
Bateau-Lavoir, Modigliani failed to send his new address to his mother, as in fact 
he did in the letter dated 9 November 1915.

Rebus sic stantibus, the testimony of Paul Guillaume from 1920, the correspon-
dence between the dealer and Guillaume Apollinaire, and Modigliani’s letter of 
November 1915 informing his mother of his new address all concur, unequivocally, 
in establishing the time of his settlement at the Bateau-Lavoir, which may be tra-
ced, with a high degree of probability, to a period between September and 9 Novem-
ber 1915.

A painting further strengthens the evidentiary basis of the reconstruction just 
outlined: the portrait depicting Paul Guillaume, already analyzed in the section 
of this essay devoted to composition and dated precisely to September 1915, thus in 
full agreement with what emerges from the Guillaume–Apollinaire corresponden-
ce.

All that remains is to determine the duration of his stay in that building. 
This aspect of Modigliani’s biography constitutes a vexata quaestio which, however, 
does not preclude a careful reconstruction.

In the aforementioned testimony of 1932, Paul Guillaume states that Leopold 
Zborowski only began to represent Modigliani starting in 1917, a claim consistent 
with the account given by Hanka Zborowska. In her memoirs—published by her 
heirs—she recounts a specific episode dated to the spring of that year: Modigliani 
allegedly fell out with Chéron, his dealer at the time, and consequently asked 
Zborowski to become his dealer.

I do not know why Hanka fixed that date for the meeting between her husband 
(it appears they were not yet married) and Modigliani; however, the fact that she 
anchors it to an episode involving Chéron as Modigliani’s dealer—a circumstance 
never entirely clarified by official historiography—suggests that Mrs. Zborowska 
may have been mistaken in this recollection. Indeed, Leopold himself reported ha-
ving met Modì in July 1916.

As for the substance of the 1932 statement by Paul Guillaume, according to 
which Leopold Zborowski did not become Modigliani’s dealer until 1917, Marc Re-
stellini offers what I consider a plausible explanation. The art historian maintains 
that the meeting between Zborowski and Modigliani took place in March 1916, 
when Modigliani is said to have signed a contract with the Polish dealer. He situa-
tes, within the context of an alleged rivalry between Zborowski and Guillaume, 
the latter’s attempt to move forward the date on which Zborowski assumed control 
of Modigliani’s artistic career. The French dealer, witnessing the now unstoppable 
rise of Modigliani’s work, sought ex post facto to claim for himself the greater 
merits that contributed to the success of the artist from Livorno and could do so 
only by extending the period of his involvement in Modigliani’s artistic life.

Moreover, even if one were to concede everything, following the date repor-
ted by Guillaume in 1932 (and by Hanka in her memoirs) would also mean disregar-
ding the testimony of Lunia Czekowska, a friend and muse of Modigliani. In an 
interview given to Aldo Santini, she stated that it was Zborowski who introduced 
her to Modigliani at La Rotonde in June 1916, after she, together with the Polish 
dealer and her husband, had attended an exhibition of Modigliani’s work held in 
Rue Huyghens.
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The following day, Lunia recounts, at the Hotel Sunny on Boulevard de Port-
Royal, in the apartment then occupied by the Zborowskis, Modigliani painted the 
first portrait of his Polish friend, now housed at the Musée de Grenoble.

In truth, Lunia’s recollection as reported to Santini is imprecise, because the 
exhibition to which she refers took place not in June, as she claimed, but between 19 
November and 5 December 1916. Thus, the fateful meeting with Zborowski should be 
postponed, at the latest, to that date. We would thereby arrive on the threshold 
of 1917, eliminating the apparent discrepancy with the date indicated by Paul Guil-
laume in his 1932 statement.

Finally, it should be noted that the scholarship on Modigliani generally dates 
his meeting with Zborowski to June–July 1916, and what is considered the first por-
trait of the Polish dealer is likewise dated to 1916.

Whether the meeting between Modigliani and Zborowski occurred in March, 
in June–July, or at the latest in November 1916, the crucial point for the purposes 
of this essay is that we have identified, with reasonable approximation, a terminus 
ad quem marking the latest possible date of Modigliani’s stay at the Bateau-Lavo-
ir. With his official transition into Zborowski’s circle, Modigliani also changed 
lodgings and, after a brief stay at the Hotel Sunny on Boulevard de Port-Royal, 
began frequenting the apartment at no. 3 Rue Joseph Bara, where the majority of 
his nudes were executed.

It remains open to question whether, after leaving the Bateau-Lavoir, Mo-
digliani painted nudes as well in the Zborowskis’ apartment at the Hotel Sunny, 
where he completed, as mentioned, Lunia’s portrait. This is entirely possible; yet, 
in truth, the artist’s stay there was brief, and in any case it seems unlikely that he 
could have recreated in that setting the proverbial intimacy he sought when pain-
ting those subjects.
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Modigliani’s atelier
at the Bateau-Lavoir

Having established the chronological framework of Modigliani’s stay at the 
Bateau-Lavoir, and subsequently with the Zborowskis, it is now necessary to exami-
ne the core issue of this chapter.

There exist several well-known photographs taken at No. 13 Rue Ravignan 
(or Place Émile Goudeau, as it was later designated) by Paul Guillaume himself. In 
one, Modigliani is seen standing as he affixes a drawing to the wall; in another, 
he is seated before a group of drawings and paintings depicting Beatrice Hastings 
and Raymond Radiguet. In the same position and within the same setting—indeed, 
even the sheets of paper scattered on the floor remain in identical arrangement, 
indicating that the photographs were taken in succession—two additional images 
portray Paul Guillaume seated on the very chair previously (or subsequently; in any 
case, I believe the photographs were taken at the same sitting) occupied by Modi-
gliani. Given the particular context and the striking similarity among these ima-
ges, I am inclined to think that Paul Guillaume and Modigliani alternated behind 
the camera, photographing one another in sequence (Fig. 1).

Fig. 1
Modigliani et Paul Guillaume 

au Bateau Lavoir
13 Rue Ravignan, Paris.
©Musée de l'Orangerie 
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It is in light of this practice that I consider the photograph presently under 
examination, preserved in the archives of Guillaume Apollinaire, likewise to have 
been taken in Modigliani’s studio at No. 13 Rue Ravignan, at the Bateau-Lavoir, 
within a period that may reasonably be situated—on the basis of the evidence al-
ready discussed—between September–November 1915 and, at the latest, the end of 
1916.

In this image we observe Paul Guillaume, impeccably dressed in his customary 
elegance, seated upon what I am convinced was Modigliani’s bed in his studio at the 
Bateau-Lavoir (Fig. 2).

Fig. 2
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If we compare this photograph with the celebrated image of Modigliani af-
fixing a drawing to the wall of his studio, the impression arises unmistakably that 
both depict the same interior (Fig. 3). The walls appear identical: poorly maintai-
ned, marked by visible traces of dampness. Although the presence of a coverlet 
upon the bed might suggest a degree of care, the studio was in reality likely modest 
and sparsely furnished, as was common for artists’ ateliers of the period. On the 
walls framing and delimiting the bed hang several drawings, as was Modigliani’s 
habit—specifically, a caryatid and a female figure.

While I have been unable to identify the caryatid among those known and pu-
blished, the female figure appears, in my view, to correspond to a drawing formerly 
in Paul Guillaume’s collection and dated 1916 (Fig. 4).

Beyond its undeniable documentary value, this extraordinary image has enabled 
me to establish a connection between Nu Couché and the bed visible in the photo-
graph—and consequently with Modigliani’s studio at the Bateau-Lavoir—by virtue 
of several unique and unequivocal details.

Fig. 3
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Fig. 4
Femme nue assise

1916
Aquarelle sur papier

53 x 42 cm
Coll. particulière

Patani, n. 280
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A careful observation of Nu Couché makes it clear that the model reclines 
upon a bed placed against the wall, covered with a red damask bedspread identical 
to that seen in the photograph with Paul Guillaume (Figs. 5, 6, and 7). I am persua-
ded that it is indeed the same textile, for several elements of exceptional signifi-
cance may be discerned. Let us examine the floral damask motif highlighted in the 
photograph and reproduced literally in Modigliani’s celebrated painting.

As can be observed, the floral motifs running along the model’s forearm cor-
respond precisely to those visible in the photograph, occupying the same relative 
position. There is absolute concordance between photograph and painting, even in 
the spacing between the floral motif crossing the forearm and the one immediately 
below it (Figs. 5, 6, and 7).

Moreover, the damask motif under discussion is positioned along the upper ri-
dge of the bed, and there is perfect superimposition between photograph and pain-
ting. Starting from the image of Nu Couché, one may reconstruct the position of 
the bed with complete coherence in relation to the placement observable in the 
photograph with Guillaume (Fig. 8).

A further drawing supports this thesis. It features a damask-like pattern—sim-
plified in graphic execution yet reminiscent of that observed in Nu Couché. In my 
opinion, particularly in light of the drawing’s general spatial configuration (which 
I believe represents the same studio environment), this work too was executed at 
the Bateau-Lavoir atelier (Fig. 9). Might it be a preparatory study for Nu Couché? 
(cf. Figs. 9 and 10).

Finally, attention should be directed to the detail between the model’s legs in 
Nu Couché: a stem adorned with leaves. Although not visible in the photograph, it 
is entirely consistent with the decorative motifs present on the bedspread under 
consideration.

Before proceeding to a more thorough analysis of the reasons for which I belie-
ve the photograph to have been taken in Modigliani’s studio at the Bateau-Lavoir, 
it is necessary to consider that other paintings also display a damask pattern. Is it 
identical to the one discernible in Nu Couché and in Fig. 2? Does this confirm that 
additional nudes, beyond Nu Couché, were painted at the Bateau-Lavoir, with mo-
dels reclining upon that very bed? Or were they executed in the Zborowskis’ apart-
ment at the Hôtel Sunny? Are there sufficiently grounded elements to situate 
them instead within the context of the apartment at 3 Rue Joseph Bara, residence 
of the Zborowskis? (Modigliani, in all likelihood, did not paint nudes in the studio 
at Rue de la Grande-Chaumière, as it was uncomfortable and poorly heated; more-
over, it seems improbable that Jeanne would have permitted him to produce nudes in 
what she surely regarded as their shared domestic refuge.)

I shall attempt to formulate a hypothesis addressing these questions in a chap-
ter specifically devoted to them. I note, however, that this remains a field of in-
quiry still under exploration, and I express the hope that further contributions 
from other scholars of this noble artist may illuminate the matter more fully.
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Fig. 5

Fig. 6

Fig. 7
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Fig. 8
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Fig. 9
Nude resting

1916
Crayon sur papier

29.3 x 48.3 cm
National Galley of Victoria

Australia
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Fig. 10
Nu Couché

(Nudo rosso)
1916

Huile sur toile
60 x 92 cm

Liu Yiqian Collection, Cina
Ceroni n. 198
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Modigliani’s atelier
at the Bateau-Lavoir

II

As has been amply demonstrated, the photograph depicting Paul Guillaume se-
ated upon Modigliani’s bed, together with the perfect correspondence between 
the information contained in that image and the elements present in Nu Couché, 
as well as the concordance of time and place established in the foregoing recon-
struction, all incline one toward the hypothesis that Nu Couché was executed, 
with reasonable certainty, in Modigliani’s studio at the Bateau-Lavoir between 
September–November 1915 and, at the latest, the end of 1916.

Yet within this analytical and reconstructive process, one final piece of evi-
dence was still lacking—a direct link capable of definitively connecting the pho-
tograph of Paul Guillaume to Modigliani’s studio at the Bateau-Lavoir. Such a link 
was necessary to identify the studio beyond doubt and to bring my hypothesis to 
completion.

Here it is.
In 1958, INA France broadcast a documentary retracing Modigliani’s footsteps 

in Paris. The film featured Blaise Cendrars as its guide. The poet had been among 
those closest to Modigliani and was himself the subject of several portraits. Ha-
ving shared in the daily life of the Livornese artist, he knew intimately the places 
Modigliani frequented. He was thus able to revisit them with ease and proceeded 
to the Bateau-Lavoir, which at the time of filming still stood intact.

Before a fire destroyed the building in 1972, the studios were arranged on 
two different levels: one was located at the same height as the entrance to the 
structure from Place Émile Goudeau (formerly Place Ravignan) (red arrow in Figs. 
2 and 3); the other, situated lower down, was reached by descending a flight of 
stairs immediately after entering from Place Émile Goudeau (yellow arrow in Figs. 
1 and 2).

In the film frames capturing Blaise Cendrars at the Bateau-Lavoir, searching 
for what had once been Modigliani’s studio, we see the poet descending a staircase 
and heading toward the studios located on the lower level (Fig. 4, film stills). He 
then walked a few meters into the building, turned into a small corridor, turned 
left, and after only a short distance stopped in front of a door. He knocked and 
attempted to enter Modigliani’s studio, but the door was locked; he therefore 
retraced his steps (Figs. 4 and 5 show the film stills and the floor plan indicating 
the route taken by Cendrars, reconstructed on the basis of the aforementioned 
frames).
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Fig. 1 Fig. 2

Fig. 3
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Fig. 4
The sequence from 
the film in which
we see Blaise Cen-
drars reaching
Modigliani's atelier 
at the Bateau La-
voir.

Fig. 5
The same route
shown on the map.

Fig. 4

Fig. 5
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Now, if one compares the floor plan of the Bateau-Lavoir—on which I have identified 
the location of Modigliani’s studio according to the route taken by Blaise Cendrars in 
the video—with a period photograph of the building, it becomes apparent that the door at 
which the poet knocks corresponds to the studio I have highlighted in red (Figs. 6 and 7).

Fig. 6

  Fig. 7
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This reconstruction is supported by a further observation. At the end of the 
last narrow corridor walked by Cendrars, which led him to Modigliani’s studio, 
there is a door (Fig. 8, highlighted in yellow) providing access to the final studio 
located on the north side of the building (Fig. 9).

Consequently, Modigliani’s studio must be the one immediately preceding the 
last (Fig. 10). Having thus identified Modigliani’s studio at the Bateau-Lavoir and 
hypothesized that the photograph we have discussed at length may indeed have 
been taken in that very studio, all that remained was to connect the photograph 
to the studio itself.

Modigliani’s studio possessed a distinctive feature. In the historical photo-
graphs of the Bateau-Lavoir reproduced here, I have highlighted a chimney flue—likely 
part of a smoke exhaust system running through the entire structure—situated along the 
boundary wall between Modigliani’s atelier and the final studio on the north side. This 
flue is noticeably thicker than the others visible in the archival images and is compatible, 
in both shape and dimensions, with the recess observable in the photograph of Paul Guil-
laume.

Accordingly, the bed visible in the photograph must have been placed against the parti-
tion wall separating the two ateliers (to the right from the viewer’s perspective), with its 
headboard resting against the volumetric protrusion created by the passage of the chimney 
flue within the studio.

Having thus identified Modigliani’s studio at the Bateau-Lavoir and ascertained, with 
reasonable certainty, that the photograph of Paul Guillaume seated upon Modigliani’s bed 
was taken within that very space—and that upon this bed it is highly probable the model 
of Nu Couché was posed—together with the established fact that Modigliani resided at 
the Bateau-Lavoir between September–November 1915 and, at the latest, the end of 1916, it 
follows inexorably that the red nude (Nu Couché) must be dated to 1915 or, at the latest, 
1916, and not to 1917.

Fig. 8

Fig. 9

Fig. 10
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Fig. 11

Fig. 12

Fig. 13
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Finally, I am persuaded that the lighting conditions visible in the photograph provide 
further corroboration of the thesis advanced here. Paul Guillaume, seated upon Modi-
gliani’s bed, is illuminated by a frontal light source compatible with the position of the 
windows observable in historical photographs of the Bateau-Lavoir. The celebrated image 
of Modigliani affixing a drawing to the wall of his studio yields the same significant in-
formation: the chair reflects light emanating from the same direction as that seen in the 
photograph with Guillaume.

Advancing one step further in this reconstruction, I have sought to imagine how the 
interior of that modest cell-like studio may have appeared; the result is the spatial elabo-
ration presented on pages 81 to 86 (Figs. 15–26).

Fig. 14
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Fig. 15

Fig. 16
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Fig. 17

Fig. 18
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Fig. 19

Fig. 20
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Fig. 21

Fig. 22
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Fig. 23

Fig. 24
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Fig. 25

Fig. 26
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  Conclusions

An author's hope is always to offer the reader the most
complete work, especially when the work is the fruit of sincere par-

ticipation in the human and artistic journey of the subject of the inve-
stigation.

However, I do not claim that this essay is free from defects and 
errors, but the goal I set myself at the beginning of this long journey 
was to shed a new light on Modigliani's work, while recognizing that 
many aspects are inevitably destined to remain in the shadows, if not 
completely obscure.

I do not abandon, however, the hope of seeing a progressive, and I 
believe now urgent, critical revision of the investigative methodology 
applied to the artist's work, aimed at moving beyond the usual descrip-
tive theses and inaugurating a new path that restores to Modigliani 
the credit for having carried out research of absolute importance in 
the fields of composition, figurative space, and color.

A new wave has hit the technical and scientific research applied to 
the artist's works, as we have seen with the exhibitions held in recent 
years in France and America, but there is still much to be achieved.

The port I wanted to land in, after sailing this sea, was that of gra-
titude. My hope is that I have given thanks for having managed to give 
back to Modigliani

                                                                                      Mauro Nutricati
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