


A
medeo Modigliani (Italian, 1884–1920) 
counts among the most celebrated artists 
of the 20th century, but few scholars have 

examined how he made his works or shared 
their findings in an exhibition. Organized by 
a team of curators and conservators—with 
input from more than 50 colleagues from 
around the world—Modigliani Up Close 
reveals how the artist created some of 
his best-known paintings and sculptures. 
Drawing on new research, the exhibition 
presents them in the context of his produc-
tion and maps how changing circumstances 
shaped his stylistic development.  

The physical characteristics of Modigliani’s 
work are striking. After his 1906 arrival 
in Paris, he made paintings with densely 
worked surfaces, which often show clear 
traces of revisions and underlying imagery. 
His sculptures, produced in the early 1910s, 
reveal the effort it takes to carve a block 
of stone; how the artist moved to use the 
chisel more forcefully; and how he left some 
surfaces untouched, as if to concentrate 
his energies. In preparation for his 1917 solo 
exhibition, Modigliani used contrasting warm 
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and cool colors to paint sensual female 
nudes; later, in the South of France, new 
methods and materials helped him capture 
the Mediterranean light in his portraits and 
landscapes. 

Celebrating 100 years of the Barnes 
Foundation, Modigliani Up Close focuses 
on the artist as maker, uniting works that 
tell a more complete story of Modigliani’s 
approach. Close looking, technical imaging, 
and scientific analysis offer fresh perspec-
tives on the artist’s iconic paintings and 
sculptures.

M
odigliani arrived in Paris in 1906, at the 
age of 21. He had received traditional 
academic art training in Italy, but the 

French capital opened his eyes to new ways 
of working. His early paintings in Paris have 

a sense of exploration and 
experimentation. Modigliani 
often used secondhand can-
vases, painting over images 
by other artists, which is why 
his works from this period 
sometimes vary in format 
and size. He would also paint 
the same canvas repeatedly, 



covering his first attempts promptly or at a 
later stage. Though economic concerns no 
doubt influenced this practice, new research 
suggests that Modigliani may have enjoyed 
using older works as a starting point. He often 
used their underlying textures and colors to 
enhance aspects of a final composition.

F
or a short but intense period, Modigliani 
turned his attention to sculpture, creating 
a body of work that would influence his 

wider practice. Research conducted for this 
exhibition confirms that the episode was 
brief, starting in 1911 and ending just three 
years later. Previously overlooked contem-
porary accounts helped to build a clearer 
picture of how and when Modigliani made his 
sculptures.

Many of the sculptures on view in Modigliani 
Up Close share distinctive characteristics. 
Analysis has revealed similarities in the type 
of stone used (most often a limestone with 
an uneven surface that contains small fos-
sils) as well as the tools Modigliani employed 
to carve the androgynous features of the 
heads. Three of the carvings—those from 
the Solomon R. Guggenheim Museum, the 
Minneapolis Institute of Art, and the National 
Gallery of Art—were part of a larger installa-
tion Modigliani exhibited in 1912 at the Salon 
d’Automne in Paris, a great honor for the 
young artist.



A
fter Modigliani gained the support of the 
Polish art dealer Léopold Zborowski in 
late 1916 or early 1917, the formats of his 

paintings became more consistent, as he 
began to use new, commercially prepared 
canvases with similar dimensions. In France, 
canvases came in standard sizes (0 to 120) 
and formats, including portrait (figure), 
landscape (paysage), and seascape (marine), 
with set proportions determined for each 
genre. Zborowski likely supplied these for 
Modigliani’s use, indicating his desire to invest 
in the artist’s success.

Most of the canvases used by Modigliani 
during this period were primed with a blue-
gray ground, or base layer. Although some 
evidence suggests that he applied these 
layers himself, it is more likely the canvases 
were sold this way. The artist used them 
for his 1916/17 nudes, which Zborowski 
encouraged him to make for his first and 
only lifetime solo show, in 1917—and for some 

Installation view from the Salon d’Automne, Paris, 1912, 
showing four heads by Modigliani. Photograph reproduced in 
L’illustration (Paris), October 12, 1912



A
t the time of his premature death, in 1920, 
Modigliani was just gaining fame as an 
artist. Only several years later did scholars 

start to catalogue his art. The most reliable 
record of his known works to date was com-
piled in 1970 by the Italian author Ambrogio 
Ceroni. Although he lacked access to tech-
nical analysis, his authoritative historical 
research and understanding of Modigliani’s 
style remain a benchmark for the art world. 
Ceroni acknowledged that his catalogue was 
not exhaustive, and that more works by the 
artist might exist. 

Modigliani Up Close features four paintings 
not included in Ceroni’s publication. They 
underwent the same rigorous research and 
technical analysis as the others in the exhi-
bition, but the results highlight the strengths 
and limitations of such scientific techniques. 
The paintings use materials typical of 
Modigliani, but these were and continue to  
be widely available. In considering style, 
visual assessment is a judgment call, even 
for art historians. Used in concert with other 
kinds of research, documentary evidence 
such as inventories and sales receipts 
can help to connect works with an artist. 
Presently, conclusive materials exist only for 

of the portraits he made in Paris during the 
latter part of World War I. In his nudes, the 
cool colored grounds complement rosy flesh 
tones, giving the bodies a warm glow. 



Portrait of Thora Klinckowström, which is 
displayed in the exhibition’s final gallery.

M
odigliani relocated to the South of France 
in the spring of 1918 and remained there 
until May 1919. The move forced him to 

modify his artistic practices, due to the 
limited supply of professional models and the 
reduced availability of materials. A new type 
of sitter entered his work at this stage: young 
domestic workers and farmhands. For the 
most part, they remain anonymous, although 
some were known to Modigliani.

The works Modigliani produced in the 
south have a luminous quality. He rendered 
them with dilute oil paint, sometimes even 
tempera, and he seems to have preferred 
an unvarnished matte appearance. His 
correspondence with Zborowski indicates 
that the dealer sent him canvases from 
Paris that were commercially primed with 
white grounds. For the most part, these 
were marine format canvases, used ver-
tically, emphasizing the elongated style of 
Modigliani’s portraiture. He often sketched 
the contours of a figure using a graphite pen-
cil, leaving them uncovered when painting in 
the body and background. Lastly, he would 
reinforce his drawn lines with a very fine 
paintbrush.



M
odigliani’s last works marked a period of 
greater creative freedom. Their formats 
seem to be more varied, suggesting that 

the artist chose them according to each 
composition. One portrait of his partner 
Jeanne Hébuterne, heavily pregnant and 
wearing a camisole, is on a wider canvas than 
most other paintings of this period, perhaps 
in response to the change in his sitter’s phys-
ical state. Modigliani’s use of color contrasts 
became bolder too, consolidating his previ-
ous artistic explorations.

Elegant and technically accomplished, 
these paintings show the artist at his most 
confident, perhaps a reflection of his slowly 
growing commercial success. Modigliani 
died at the age of 35, making it impossible to 
know how his career would have evolved. His 
later portraits contain the visual ingredients 
of what would become the “return to order” 
in European art after the war, with their bal-
anced proportions and their respect for the 
human figure. In 1920, Modigliani appeared to 
be an artist grounded in the past but looking 
firmly to the future.



Modigliani in the Barnes Foundation 

O
ne of the earliest US collectors of Amedeo 
Modigliani’s art, Dr. Albert Barnes pur-
chased many of the artist’s paintings 

around the same time he established the 
Barnes Foundation. He also acquired much of 
his African art collection during this period, a 
detail that underscores his fascination with 
the influence of West African objects on con-
temporary French art. 

Several important pieces were purchased 
from Modigliani’s onetime dealer Paul 
Guillaume, who in 1923 presented the 
collector’s acquisitions in a high-profile 
exhibition in Paris. There, Guillaume displayed 
Modigliani’s paintings with those of his con-
temporaries and works of African material 
culture, introducing a central tenet of the 
Barnes Foundation’s educational goals to 
an international audience. Dr. Barnes played 
a vital part in Modigliani’s success in the 
international market. By the mid-1920s, the 
artist’s works began entering American 
museum collections, and their value steadily 
rose. With 12 paintings, a sculpture, and three 
works on paper, the Barnes is home to one of 
the most significant Modigliani collections in 
the world. 



Clipping of a review for Paul Guillaume’s exhibition of  
Dr. Barnes’s recent acquisitions including works of African  
art and paintings by Modigliani and his contemporaries. 
Public Ledger (Philadelphia), February 5, 1923



F
or Modigliani Up Close, art historians, 
conservators, and conservation scientists 
studied the works by Modigliani on perma-

nent display at the Barnes Foundation. The 
sculpture, Head (1911–12), appears in the first 
gallery of the exhibition. His paintings and 
works on paper are described here and on 
view in the rooms listed.  
 

Room 10 
Portrait of the Red-Headed Woman, 
1918.  
Oil on canvas. BF206 
A close inspection of this unidentified 
model may point to her heritage. In 
many cultures, including Russia’s, 
women wear wedding rings on their 
right hands. Using a wet-into-wet tech-
nique, Modigliani painted in and then 
promptly removed a simple band on her 
ring finger. Remnants of the ring are 
visible along the edge of her finger.
 
Pink Nude—Caryatid, c. 1914–15. 
Watercolor and opaque watercolor, 
brush and brown ink, blue crayon or 
pencil, and graphite on blue laid paper. 
BF292 
The pose of the Pink Nude—Caryatid 
evokes a dancer’s agility and the intri-
cate poses seen in South Indian figura-
tive sculpture. Fibers from the brushes 
that Modigliani used to vigorously apply 
scumbles of pink paint appear through-
out the figure. Conservation treatment 
revealed a previously undocumented 
caryatid image in graphite, crayon, and 
ink on the back.



Room 11 
Girl with a Polka-Dot Blouse, 1919.  
Oil on canvas. BF180 
Exposure of the canvas’s cream- 
colored ground layer imparts lightness 
and luminosity to the sitter’s billowy 
blouse. Modigliani captured the fabric’s 
textural variations by pressing and then 
twisting a loaded brush onto the canvas 
before pulling it away from the surface 
to create ridged circular brushstrokes.  

Room 18 
Jeanne Hébuterne, 1919.  
Oil on canvas. BF285 
Using a narrow marine format canvas 
to emphasize the model’s elongated 
features and sinuous pose, Modigliani 
started this portrait by sketching out 
the composition in graphite. Infrared 
reflectography shows the underlying 
drawing.  

Young Woman in Blue, 1919.  
Oil on canvas. BF268 
Unlike many of Modigliani’s late paint-
ings, where areas of unpainted ground 
keep the forms separated and distinct, 
here the edges of forms overlap. Close 
looking also reveals a modification of 
a black line spanning the figure’s left 
forearm—indicating a change to the 
length of the corresponding sleeve. 



Room 19 
Beatrice, 1916. Oil with newsprint  
on canvas. BF361 
Traces of paper fibers and black ink 
from a newspaper clipping can be 
seen in this portrait of the British 
journalist Beatrice Hastings. Archival 
research indicates that the lettering 
came from a paper collage, which 
Modigliani replaced with another one 
with theater listings from Le matin, 
inspiring the work’s early title, Beatrice 
at the Theatre. The removal of the 
second collage likely occurred before 
the work was sold to Dr. Barnes in 1925.  

Boy in Sailor Suit, 1917. Oil on canvas. 
BF369 
Analysis reveals that Modigliani’s 
portrait of a young boy and several 
of his scandalous Paris nudes from 
1917 were painted on canvases from 
the same bolt of fabric. Here, the 
contrast between the exposed cool 
gray ground and the vivid oranges and 
pinks of the boy’s flushed skin enlivens 
the dark blue sailor suit.  

Léopold Zborowski, 1919.  
Oil on canvas. BF261 
The white ground and, at times, 
the underdrawing can be seen in 
Modigliani’s finished painting of his 
supportive art dealer. The lively modu-
lation of color and textural brushwork 
throughout the abstract areas of 
space in the background are typical  
of his work. 



Cypresses and Houses at  
Cagnes, 1919.  
Oil on canvas. BF259 
This sun-suffused scene is one of four 
known landscapes, all views from Haut-
de-Cagnes, that Modigliani painted in 
the South of France. Infrared reflectog-
raphy reveals a detailed underdrawing 
indicating the main compositional 
elements. Modigliani’s reliance on this 
preparatory step may reveal his hesi-
tancy about painting in this genre. 

Room 20 
Raimondo, 1915. Graphite on  
wove paper. BF634 
This drawing of a young man coincides 
with Modigliani’s exploration of cubism. 
To create the varied textural effects,  
the artist altered the angle and pressure 
of his graphite pencil. In angled light, 
a detail by the left shoulder appears 
darker and more reflective. A combina-
tion of hatched and cross-hatched lines 
produces a nuanced gradation  
of shadows. 
  
Bairon, 1915. Graphite on wove paper. 
BF635 
Once belonging to a sketchbook, this 
dreamy depiction of an androgynous 
figure was later mounted in a manner 
typically reserved for photographs. 
Consistent with Modigliani’s drawings, 
the composition appears spontaneous 
with no evident reworking. Lyrical lines 
evoke the rhythm of calligraphy and 
Lord Byron’s poetry, from which the title 
draws its inspiration.  



Room 21 
The Pretty Housewife, 1915.  
Oil on canvas. BF327 
This tidy portrait of a housemaid belies 
the mysteries beneath its simple sur-
face. The finished image hides at least 
two older paintings, as the cacophony 
of shapes of its X-radiograph suggests. 
The multiple lives of this canvas likely 
unfolded over the course of some years 
or even decades, with other artists 
using it before Modigliani.

Reclining Nude from the Back, 1917.  
Oil on canvas. BF576 
Modigliani’s unabashed nude is one 
of his two paintings in this genre that 
approach the figure from the back. A 
close observation of the broad expanse 
of skin, fabric, and background shows 
the artist’s varied oil-paint application. 
The visibility of the white ground 
imparts luminescence to the model’s 
thinly painted flesh. 

Room 22 
Portrait of Jeanne Hébuterne, 1918.  
Oil on canvas. BF422 
Modigliani painted this portrait of 
Jeanne Hébuterne in 1918, when she 
was expecting their daughter, Jeanne. 
Perhaps the most fascinating detail 
of the underdrawing captured in the 
infrared image is the artist’s amplifi-
cation of the bust and reduction of the 
stomach’s swell, effectively resulting in 
Hébuterne appearing less pregnant.  
  



Madame Hanka Zborowska Leaning 
on a Chair, 1919. Oil on canvas. BF375 
Modigliani began this portrait of his 
dealer’s elegant partner by making 
a graphite sketch over the ground 
layer. His confident curving lines are 
visible through the loosely painted 
fabric. An infrared image shows  
the pocket’s original position on the 
dress’s left side. Weave-pattern 
imprints suggest that the painted 
surface, while still soft, was in con-
tact with a textile, perhaps used by  
the artist to modify the texture. 
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