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To coincide with the publication of the Gérard
Schneider catalogue raisonné on 2 February 2022, the
Galerie Aliénor Prouvost is proud and delighted to
present a magnificent group of about thirty works on
paper from the 1940s to the 1970s.
For this retrospective, the gallery, in partnership with
the artist’s studio, is bringing together a selection of
works, most of which have never been seen, by the
leader of lyrical abstraction, Gérard Schneider. Come
and discover his painting which is both free and
poetic, forceful and intense, and where gesture and
colour reign.

Gérard Schneider in front of the painting "Opus 65 B" / rue Armand-Moisant, Paris, 1954 ca. /
Photograph : Margo Friters-Drucker / Archives Gérard Schneider

THE EARLY YEARS
Gérard Schneider was born in the canton of Vaud in Switzerland in
1896 and became French in 1948. He grew up and studied in
Neuchâtel. Arriving in Paris at the age of twenty, he enrolled at the
École Nationale des Arts Décoratifs, and two years later at the
École Nationale des Beaux-Arts, he studied under Fernand
Cormon, a former teacher of several artistists including Van Gogh.
His first exhibition was held in Neuchâtel.
The 1920s and 1930s were for Schneider a period devoted to
learning the history of art and the various art movements. He
immersed himself in the revolution of abstraction in the mid-1930s.
He stopped being inspired by nature for his paintings, his palette
became markedly darker and his technique more gestural.

Schneider started evolving towards an abstraction of movement
and soon became one of the most important names for this type
of abstraction, which was later called lyrical. He would be
recognized for his unprecedented talent, both in Europe and
internationally and his lasting influence on the history of art.

Portrait of Gérard Schneider, Paris, France, around 1916
Photograph : reserved rights / Archives Gérard Schneider

THE "DECISIVE YEARS” (1945-1950)
The 1950s, the post-war years, were marked by real change
in the art world. The transcription of the world and
depiction of the subject were fundamentally questioned. As
early as 1944, Gérard Schneider chose to take the path of
abstraction, which he followed until the end. He started to
have solo exhibitions at the Galerie Lydia Conti from 1947.

Untitled, 1946, charcoal, India ink and pastel on paper
21,3 x 29,8 cm / 8,3 x 11,7 in.

Gérard Schneider matured around the teachings of the
avant-garde artists of the first half of the 20thcentury, with
Kandinsky amongst others as leaders of abstraction. He
was interested in the many possibilities open to him.
Unlike canvas, paper as a support allowed him limitless
freedom without any filter. In fact, the space offered by
paper became his laboratory for testing innovations,
exploring all the recesses of his creativity and daring to
take risks, especially in his famous colour confrontations,
which became the fundamental element of his work.

Untitled, 1949, India ink and pastel on paper
24 x 31 cm / 9,4 x 12,2 in.

His work on paper allows his creative process to be
understood clearly.
The small works in the exhibition allow us to question the
classical composition: how can such a spontaneous and
free lyrical gesture be placed with such balance on a
small support? For the largest works included in the
exhibition, the main challenge is to master the voids and
solid areas. Schneider analyses the space geometrically
to show a clearly calligraphic gesture. This was a crucial
transitional period for him and by extension for lyrical
abstraction.
The artist introduced a spontaneous and autonomous
gesture which freed itself from any mental construction
before the action. Although canvas can create a gap
between initial gesture and the final work, paper allows
the lyrical gesture to be shown raw. It represents this lack
of premeditation that is the very foundation of Gérard
Schneider’s abstraction.
« The gesture is the direct technical means of rendering
the lived moment. It is the gesture that, driven by
interiority, creates form. […] Through the gesture, the
artist succeeds in catching the instant of his state of
mind . The authenticity of the inspiration it
communicates makes it valid. If the gesture is only
automatic, without inner necessity, its graphic will be
gratuitous and a fragment of a limited repertoire.”
Gérard Schneider

Gérard Schneider in his art studio, painting "Opus 15 i" / Les Audigers, Boutigny-surEssonne, 1967 / Photograph : reserved rights / Archives Gérard Schneider

THE "GLORIOUS YEARS"
(1951-1961)
The 1950s were glorious years for lyrical abstraction which
reached its peak during the decade. When Lydia Conti’s gallery
closed, the famous trio (Hartung, Schneider & Soulages) moved
to the Galerie Louis Carré.
Exhibitions followed at a relentless pace and travelled all over the
world. In Europe, the first retrospective of Gérard Schneider’s
work was held in Brussels in 1953, followed by a second one in
1962, in partnership with the Düsseldorf Kunstverein.

Untitled, 1952 ca., gouache, India ink and pastel
on paper / 11 x 16 cm / 4,3 x 6,2 in.

It is from the mid-1950s that his painting can truly be called
calligraphic, especially in his gesture, composition, and his
movement. Schneider sought the perfect mastery of gesture to
capture the precision of the instant, the spontaneity and truth of
the most profound feelings. Lyrical abstraction such as Gérard
Schneider perceived it, was a way of working that allowed him to
retranscribe the very essence of the artist.

Untitled, 1959, India ink and pastel on paper
52,7 x 74,3 cm / 20,7 x 29,2 in.

During this decade, Schneider’s work became more richer
and more essential. He also marked his territory as an
abstract artist and claimed his own singularity loud and
clear. This would make a place for itself beyond the
borders of France through a series of exhibitions that
attracted considerable attention.
In Germany, where he was exhibited in Cologne and
Krefeld, and in Belgium, at the Brussels Palais des BeauxArts. He exhibited at the Venice Biennale of 1954 where he
showed three large canvas paintings and he received the
Premio Lissone for abstract art. His work was also
exhibited in Japan. Lyrical abstraction echoed Far Eastern
calligraphers who also practice an art of the moment. The
painter and art critic Michel Seuphor wrote of Schneider
that he was “the European abstract painter who is closest
to Japanese calligraphy”. Schneider received the Governor
of Tokyo’s Prize.
Above all, Schneider’s art crossed the Atlantic as early as
1949 and arrived in New York. He was presented at the
Betty Parsons Gallery in the exhibition “European and
American Painters” and then in 1950 at Louis Carré’s New
York gallery. He was later represented by the famous
Kootz Gallery which held five consecutive shows of his
work from 1955 to 1961. His work was also included in
several American exhibitions with the title “Advancing
French Art”. The Phillips Gallery and New York’s MoMa
acquired two major large paintings by the artist. During
his glorious years, Gérard Schneider attracted much
attention throughout the USA. The art critic Roger van
Gindertael used the term “action painting” for Schneider’s
gestural painting and described him as “one of its most
obvious precursors”.
Samuel Kootz's apartment (picture reproduced in the New York Times in 1957). In the
foreground, a painting by Pierre Soulages, in the background "Opus 18 C (1956) by
Gérard Schneider / New York, United States, 1957 ca. / Photograph : reserved rights.

In 1956, he left the Galerie Louis Carré and the Trio
separated. Compositions filled with joy and light
started to appear in Schneider’s work, which showed
the painter’s unprecedented fulfilment. Other works
were darker, their palette strong in blacks in a tragic
twilight universe. This is where Gérard Schneider’s
genius resides. Through gesture and colour, he
succeeded instinctively in showing an emotion.

Untitled, 1961, gouache, India ink and pastel on
paper
21 x 27 cm / 8,2 x 10,6 in.

“A poetic form emerges, out of the void. Schneider was
intoxicated by the freedom he was now given. Such freedom
that one must already be a great painter to be able to be an
abstract painter without danger. What does the painter say,
what does this painter say? The ineffable, the unspeakable.
Precisely because what he wants to communicate to us
cannot be said with words, he chooses the language of forms
and colours. Painting is a language in itself, and it is to the
credit of theoreticians of abstract art that they have reminded
us of this. It is a much more powerful language than that of
speech, since it is immediately international, like the
language of music (which is also abstract).” Michel Ragon

Untitled, 1961, gouache, India ink and pastel on
paper
21 x 27 cm / 8,2 x 10,6 in.

THE "BRIGHT YEARS" (1962-1972)
During the 1960s, the Milanese art dealer Bruno Lorenzelli, who had become very close to Schneider, organized several exhibitions
of his work throughout Italy. During this decade of the bright years, Gérard Schneider’s art evolved in a more colourful direction,
with more asserted liberty. The gesture was then definitively and categorically calligraphic. Although the aesthetic aspirations of
his time are to be found, it is above all the culmination of a complex internal process that Schneider had been developing for
several years. With the arrival of acrylic paint at the end of the 1960s, colour for Gérard Schneider became more present and
stronger than ever before.
At the Venice Biennale of 1966, an entire room of the French pavilion was devoted to Schneider’s work. A major retrospective was
held in Turin in 1970, where about a hundred paintings were exhibited at the Galleria Civica d’Arte Moderna. It was so successful
that the exhibition continued at the “Terre des Hommes” pavilion in Montreal.
These were also “light” years for Gérard Schneider who produced work that was gradually more luminous and definitively
confirmed his international reputation.

Untitled, 1966, gouache and India ink on paper
mounted on cardboard
37,5 x 52,5 cm / 17,7 x 20,6 in.

Untitled, 1967, acrylic and oil on
paper mounted on cardboard
38 x 46,2 cm / 14,9 x 18,18 in.

Untitled, 1967, acrylic and oil on
paper mounted on cardboard
38 x 46,2 cm / 14,9 x 18,18 in.

THE "MELLOW YEARS"
(1973-1986)
Gérard Schneider sought to achieve complete freedom
in his gesture, and this necessarily came from the rapid
execution of his paintings. In the mid-1970s, the
production of works on paper increased at an
unprecedented scale for him. This was also the period
during which Schneider’s art was first recognized in the
country of his birth.
The art critic Michel Ragon spoke about “Schneider’s
third artistic career” which, in his view, followed a first
career with Lydia Conti, followed by an American period
with the Kootz Gallery.

Gérard Schneider died on 8 July 1986 and left
behind a huge legacy for lyrical abstraction. Paper
represented for him a field of possibilities that he
explored tirelessly, with spirit and enthusiasm that
evolved continually. This retrospective highlights
the complexity and intensity of his work, as well as
the construction of his spontaneous and controlled
gesture that made him one of the three great
masters of lyrical abstraction.

Gérard Schneider in front of the painting "Opus 26 B" (1952) /
Atelier rue Armand-Moisant, Paris, France, 1953 ca. / Photograph : reserved rights
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QUOTES
“Lyrical abstraction is primarily embodied by Gérard Schneider, as cubism is by Picasso.”
Michel Ragon, Schneider, Angers, Expressions contemporaines, 1998

”As for colour... it appears in these recent works by Schneider, with ever greater freedom, as the quintessential factor
of life, even when this colour is the black that Schneider uses with the mastery of one who knows how emotionally
charged the suggestions of night and darkness are. The answer that these paintings find in the heart and intelligence
- also fulfilled - of the beholder, completes this communion which had previously been established between the artist
and the artwork, between form and space, between structure and motion.”
Marcel Brion, from the French Academy, in the exhibition catalogue foreword at the Kootz Gallery, New York, 1958

“Abstract painting must be viewed in the same way as one listens to music: feeling the emotional interiority of the
work without seeking to identify it with any sort of figurative representation. What is important is not to see abstract
art but to feel it. If I am touched or moved by a piece of music it means that I have understood something, that I have
received something.”
Gérard Schneider

“Schneider’s painting is so absolutely objective, so universal, that it defies historicity because it is history itself in its
monumental orchestration. Schneider’s art is both the self that looks at itself and is looked at.”
Eugène Ionesco

“What a convincing testimony of the ongoing, decisive yet singular presence of one of the first artists to relaunch
abstract art in France, as early as 1945, and to establish himself as a pioneer of lyrical abstraction.”
Gaston Diehl

“One may observe, however, in some of Schneider’s works (...) a certain depth, brought about by the play of values,
greys and blacks: but this has nothing in common with the standard third dimension, the Italian- style perspective: it
is rather an additional dimension, possibly caused by a new relationship between the eye and the mind.”
Charles Estienne, 1946

“A painting is an organized whole, a set of relations between shapes, lines, coloured surfaces, to which the meanings
that are given are found or lost.”
Gérard Schneider, in Entretiens sur l’Art abstrait, Pierre Cailler, 1964

“Schneider is among the first ‘gesturals’, and this explains his success in the United-States; in Paris, where interest in
the ‘gesturals’ of the American school came later, they overlooked the fact that other artists in Europe had followed
the same process at the same time and in some cases even earlier.”
Simone Frigerio

“Gérard Schneider... accelerates at a rapid rate his broad, bold brush strokes. Or else, he slows then down to being
almost motionless. In any case his foot is always on the accelerator... Schneider manipulates his speeds with great
mastery. Forms plunge and color, rich, sumptuous, switches on and off like the lamp of a lighthouse.”
Stuart Preston, in New York Times, 15 April 1956
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