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Preface of the catalogue 

Paul Signac, the passion of a family of collectors 

The Museo d’arte della Svizzera italiana of Lugano and the Fondation de l’Hermitage of Lausanne 
invite visitors to embark upon a unique exploration of the art of Paul Signac (1863–1935). In this 
exhibition over 140 works including paintings, watercolours and drawings, gathered together by a 
family of collectors passionate about this artist, illustrate the prolific career of this neo impressionist 
master. This extraordinary collection is one of the richest in works by Signac found in private hands. 
It offers a representative range of the painter’s evolution as an artist, from his early impressionist 
paintings until his final watercolours from the Ports de France series, also including the heroic years 
of Neo-Impressionism, the splendour of Saint-Tropez and the shimmering images of Venice, 
Rotterdam and Constantinople. The exceptional character of this collection is also tied to the diverse 
techniques it embraces: the ardour of Signac’s impressionist debut is set off against the limpid 
polychromies of the divisionist paintings, the daring Japonisme of his watercolours contrasts with the 
freedom of the sheets painted en plein air, while his large preparatory drawings with Indian ink wash 
reveal the secrets of calm compositions, contemplated at length in his studio. 

Across a chronological and themed itinerary, the exhibition displays the multiple aspects of a man 
with steadfast convictions, with a passion for the sea and for boats, but above all of a painter in love 
with colour. His early landscapes, with their bright shades, and a series of vigorous studies, illustrate 
the admiration of the young, self-taught painter for Claude Monet, the artist who inspired his craft. An 
interesting group of cross-referenced drawings and portraits of key neo-impressionist exponents 
(Georges Seurat, Camille Pissarro, Maximilien Luce, Théo van Rysselberghe, Henri-Edmond Cross) 
thus narrates the development of the new aesthetic born around Seurat in 1886. A series of refined, 
succinct compositions, where shapes and colours are arranged according to the rules of harmony, 
reveal the emergence of this innovative movement. A rich selection of documents allows visitors to 
learn about the colour theories that imbue the practice of “Neo” artists, from the division of shades to 
the optic combinations of colours, including contrasting. The discovery of Saint-Tropez, where Signac 
moved to in 1892 and where he would spend a part of the year from then on, coincides with his first 
watercolour attempts, of which this exhibition gathers some rare works: it would become the 
painter’s preferred technique and would accompany his many travels, in particular while discovering 
major ports across Europe. 

Signac hosted numerous artists in Saint-Tropez: Henri Matisse, Albert Marquet, Charles Camoin and 
Henri Manguin, who visited him, just like his neighbour Henri-Edmond Cross. Fauvism, which was 
born in 1905 and was inspired by these painters, did not undermine Signac’s loyalty to Neo-
Impressionism, even though the chromatic violence which erupts from his brush during those years 
of intense study underlines a taste for expressive colour. While Signac’s painting evolves towards 
extremely elaborate compositions, where the rigorous division of colour gives way to mosaic touches 
of contrasting or softly iridescent shades, his untiring vitality unfolds with his watercolours, which 
allow him to work en plein air, ultimately adding ever-new lightness and freshness. The greater 
freedom he expresses through this technique culminates in the series of the Ports de France: during 
this final period, Signac turns to the tradition of picturesque journeys, and in particular, to the grand 
works of Claude-Joseph Vernet and William Turner. The exhibition aims to initiate visitors to Signac’s 
colour harmonies, associated with an invitation to travel. In both Lugano and Lausanne, the artist’s 
passion for studies on light finds poetical amplification in the surrounding landscape, where the 
infinite games of water and sky on the lake’s surface acts as a natural counterpoint to the countless 
coloured spots that vibrate in the seascapes of Signac. 

We would like to express our heartfelt gratitude to the collectors for their trust and collaboration in 
generously lending these works, thus allowing a vast audience to share their passion for one of the 
most pioneering artists of his time. The exhibition and catalogue were coordinated with extraordinary 
skill by Aurélie Couvreur, Corinne Currat and Dominique Hoeltschi in Lausanne, and by Francesca 
Bernasconi and Cristina Sonderegger in Lugano: our gratitude goes to them and to all collaborators 
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of both museums for their great efforts throughout the project. We also thank Skira editore and 
Giuseppina Leone, head of international publications, for such detailed work on the catalogue. 
Finally, we would like to express our profound gratitude to the partners, patrons and sponsors who 
have honoured us with their precious support: without their great generosity, this exhibition and 
accompanying publication would not have been possible. 

Marco Franciolli 

Director, Museo d’arte della Svizzera italiana, Lugano 

Sylvie Wuhrmann 

Director, Fondation de l’Hermitage, Lausanne 

Marina Ferretti Bocquillon 

Exhibition curator, Scientific Director of the Musée des impressionnismes Giverny and Co-Director of 
the Signac Archives 


