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FERNAND LÉGER 

1881 Argentan – Gif-sur-Yvette 1955 
 
Composition murale 
 
Gouache over graphite underdrawing on paper, 1929. 
Initialled and dated lower right: F. L. 29. 
350 x 209 mm 
 
PROVENANCE: Ladislas Segy, New York (acquired directly from the artist) – Thence by descent 
 
 
Fernand Léger [Fig. 1] trained as an architect in Caen from 1897 to 1899. He moved to Paris in 1900 and 
earned a living making architectural drawings. His application to study at the École des Beaux-Arts 
was rejected but he was able to go to classes there. He also studied at the Académie Julian. His earliest-
known works, which date from 1905, were primarily produced under the influence of Impressionism. 
His visit to the Paul Cézanne retrospective at the Salon d’Automne in 1907 and his contact with the 
early Cubism of Picasso and Braque had a major impact on the development of his work. In the years 
before the First World War his painting grew increasingly abstract. 
 
Léger served in the army from 1914 to 1917. His war experiences were to lay the ground for his later 
political commitment. And it was in the war that he recognized the artistic potential of mechanised 
forms. His ‘mechanical’ period, in which figures and objects are characterized by tubular, machine-
like forms, started in 1917. In the early 1920s he collaborated with his friend, the writer Blaise Cendrars, 
on films and also designed stage sets and costumes for Rolf de Maré’s dance ensemble, the Ballets 
suédois. Léger made his first film, Ballet mécanique, in 1924.  
 
In 1924 Léger’s preoccupation with the unrestricted use of colour as well as his continuing focus on 
abstraction resulted in the execution of a number of monumental murals intended for public 
settings. His first murals were shown in Le Corbusier’s Pavillon de l’Esprit Nouveau at the vast 
‘Exposition internationale des arts décoratifs’ in Paris in 1925.1 In general, he claimed, pure colours and 
geometric forms are not compatible with easel painting. Abstraction requires large surfaces, walls. Architecture and rhythm can 
be organized on them.2 
 
He visited the United States for the first time in 1931. The Museum of Modern Art in New York and 
the Art Institute of Chicago staged exhibitions of his work in 1935. He lived in the United States from 
1940 to 1945 but returned to France after the war. In the decade before his death, his wide-ranging 
projects included book illustrations, monumental figure paintings and murals, stained-glass 
windows, mosaics, polychrome ceramic sculptures, and set and costume designs.  
 

                                                 
1 Jean Cassou and Jean Leymarie, La phase puriste. 1923-1926, in Léger. Dessins et gouaches, Tours 1972, p. 89. 
2 François Mathey, Fernand Léger 1881-1955, exhib. cat., Musée des Arts décoratifs, Paris 1956. 
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In the late 1920s Léger painted a number of decorative works which are strictly abstract but none the 
less very closely linked to his realistic still lifes [Fig. 2]. He also produced a number of gouaches which 
later served as models for his mural paintings [Fig. 3]. 
The influence of modernist architectural theorists, and in particular Le Corbusier, is clearly evident 
in this gouache. Seeking to lend rhythm to a static space, Léger uses overlapping planes, vertical 
bands of colour, interlocking trapezoids and parallelograms to energize the picture plane and suggest 
both expansion and contraction. 
 
The one-time owner of the gouache, Ladislas Segy (1904-88) [Fig. 4], was the director of the Segy 
Gallery of African Art in New York and author of a number of books on African art. He amassed a 
unique collection of African art objects over a period of more than sixty years, including over 40,000 
photographs. This collection is now held in the National Museum of African Art in Washington, DC. 
Segy interviewed Léger in New York on at least two occasions. They are known to have visited the 
Museum of Modern Art together and were in regular personal contact. Posthumous publication of a 
volume of Ladislas Segy’s writings is in preparation. It will contain a chapter on Léger. In the book, 
reference is made to at least one work that was given to Segy by Léger. 
 
 
 

   
 

Fig. 1: Fernand Léger with The City (1919),   Fig. 4: Ladislas Segy 
Philadelphia Museum of Art, 1943.  
Photo: Adrian Siegel. 
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Fig. 2: Fernand Léger, Les deux sœurs, 1929. Fig. 3: Fernand Léger, Projet de décoration murale, 1924. 
Oil on canvas, 92 x 65 cm. Gouache, 350 x 160 mm. 
Private collection. Private collection. 
 
 


