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Fauvism –the French version of Expressionism– is very different to its German counterpart, at least if 

we compare it to its first organised group, Die Brücke. The paintings of both are deeply charged with 

the spirituality of their authors, but they very visibly differ in form. Early German Expressionism 

presents itself in hard-edged shapes and acid colours; the fauves used equally anti-naturalistic tones 

but they appear more harmonious to eye. To put it very simply, we could say that German 

Expressionism reflects psychological anguish whereas Fauvism revels in the plasticity of the physical 

world. A simple comparison may serve to illustrate this: Kirchner’s Berlin streets full of 

phantasmagorical figures against the exaltation of the female body and the Mediterranean climate in 

Matisse’s Luxury, Calm and Pleasure. The latter was not only a kind of manifesto of Fauvism –it was 

never an organized group– but also a starting point for a whole strand of modern art that had physical 

and visual pleasure at its core: interwar Picasso and Braque, the interiors of Bonnard, the paintings of 

Matisse himself at Nice. 

 

When one hears or reads the word “expressionism”, we tend to think of an art which uses violent 

brushstrokes and colours to exorcise anguished states of mind. We hardly ever think that expressionist 

painting can serve to express feelings that are just as intimate but that are situated on the optimistic 

spectrum of the psyche. It probably responds to the low opinion beauty and pleasure arouse in today’s 

art. That is unless, of course, they are expressed in the same bright colours of advertising and hide a 

veiled criticism of –or are in tight collusion with– consumer society. A stoic and manly privation of 

happiness in art gives one a more intellectual air. Sensuality with no double meanings seems  mediocre 

or kitsch. 

 

I don’t think this appreciation is exclusive of today’s art world, so apparently knowing and bored of 

everything, including itself.  I imagine a painter like Raoul Dufy (1877-1953) must have suffered certain 

disdain or condescendence from some of his avant-garde colleagues, which probably saw him as a 

mediocre painter of bourgeois taste. Beginning his career, like many others, under the influence of  

Impressionism, Dufy suffered a transformation after seeing Matisse’s Luxury, Calm and Pleasure. The 

leap in his sensitivity is perfectly visible in the first room of his retrospective at the Thyssen Museum. 

From his predominantly ochre theatre and market scenes we jump to his first seascapes, where colour 

has exploded. They are paintings based more on intuition than observation, but their distortion of 
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visual reality does not make them less true: the wooden beams that sustain a platform over the sand 

of Sainte-Adresse beach are made of cream, pink and turquoises tones with purple contours. 

 

Like many others, Dufy was not left unimpressed by Cézanne. In the summer if 1908 he travelled with 

Georges Braque to L’Estaque, a mythical scenario of modern art for having been one of the cradles of 

Cubism. In his paintings of that period we see the same craggy landscapes of Braque, based on 

uncertain lines and a muted range of colours, a language which Dufy’s essentially luminous sensitivity 

could not produce for very long. We are shown this in the adjacent room of the exhibition, where 

colour reaches out to the viewer once more, this time in the form of textiles. The effectiveness of 

Dufy’s repeated motifs –like one made of flowers which one would consider an expression of Pop Art 

did we not know it was made in 1917– owes much to xylography, a technique in which he had 

produced a magnificent series of illustrations for Apollinaire’s Bestiary or Procession of Orpheus a few 

years earlier. We later witness the return of exuberantly-coloured landscapes, where Dufy liberates 

colour almost completely. In The Wheatfield (1929) colour and contour do not exactly match, whereby 

the horses ploughing the field in the foreground seem to carry brilliant auras. These near-resonant 

vibrations are taken further in an intense homage to Bach which Dufy, sitting in his wheelchair due to 

polyarthritis, painted the year before his death. 

 

Despite his illness, which worsened from 1937, each of Raoul Dufy’s works seems fuelled by the mere 

pleasure of looking. In our eyes, to revel in the mere visual pleasure of the world seems a limited, if not 

naive, artistic goal. But I think that the capacity to feel amazed at the modest pleasures of life, of that 

which we take for granted, makes one more free. With the exception of very few artists whose 

achievements are too obvious to ignore, like Matisse, an art that is sensual without being cynical is not 

likely to be accepted as serious or relevant art. For a certain kind of art critic, the appeal this type of art 

has for the wider public makes it suspect of easiness or frivolity, ignoring that to represent pleasure 

requires a perhaps greater poetic effort than that of the tortured artist. The still-fresh mark of 

Romanticism prevents us from fully understanding that there is as much psychological intensity in 

Dufy’s very Matissian Open Window, Nice as in a desolated image by Edvard Munch. 

 

Raoul Dufy. Museo Thyssen-Bornemisza. Paseo del Prado, 8. Madrid. Until 17 May. 

 

 
Raoul Dufy, Open Window, Nice, 1928. 
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