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Louis Soutter, Le Cordeau Métallique, 1939, Indian ink, oil and gouache on paper, 

51 x 68 cm / 20'' x 26 ¾'' 

 

 

  Louis Soutter Finger Painting 
 

March 5 – May 15, 2021 
 

After the success of the show on display in the gallery's Paris location in the summer of 2020, Galerie 

Karsten Greve is delighted to present an exhibition focusing on the late work of Swiss artist Louis Soutter 

(1871–1942) in Cologne. To complement the presentation of Karsten Greve's remarkable collection, new 

loans made available by private collectors will be shown in Cologne. Galerie Karsten Greve first presented 

Louis Soutter's finger paintings in a 1998 Cologne exhibition that was to contribute to the artist's well-

deserved renown in Europe and across the world. After more than ten years of preparation, Karsten Greve is 

particularly pleased to be giving Louis Soutter's finger paintings special weight in the accompanying 

publication, Louis Soutter. Un Présage, published to mark Louis Soutter's 150th birthday. With texts by 

Michel Thévoz, the author of the catalogue raisonné on Louis Soutter, French writer Éric Vuillard, and a 

poem by Hermann Hesse, this book is particularly noteworthy for its literary emphasis. 

 

Born the son of a pharmacist in Morges, in the Swiss canton of Vaud, in 1871, Louis Soutter had the path to 

a promising career paved for him: after studying engineering in Lausanne, he embarked on architectural 

studies, which he abandoned to turn to music. He trained as a violinist with composer and conductor Eugène 

Ysaÿe at the Royal Conservatory in Brussels, and subsequently resumed his drawing studies. The artist 

became interested in the European avant-garde, especially in a group of Belgian painters known as the 

Société des Vingt, or Les XX, founded in 1883. Louis Soutter emigrated to the United States where he 

married Madge Fursman, an American musician, in Colorado Springs, and was appointed head of the Fine 

Arts department at Colorado College. Following a bout of typhoid fever, the death of his father and sister, 

and after his divorce, the artist returned to Switzerland in 1903, physically weak and mentally broken. In 

1915, he lost his position as first violinist in the Geneva Symphony Orchestra, and went on to serve as a 

cinema and coffee house violinist. In 1923, Louis Soutter, heavily in debt by the time, was detained in a 

nursing home in Ballaigues, a remote village in the Vaud Jura. It was in the desolate seclusion of this 

institution that his extremely productive creative phase began; it was to last more than nineteen years. 

Despite living the life of a hermit, his work was supported by a small group of friends, amongst them Jean 

Giono and the Vallotton brothers, who presented his works in their Lausanne gallery, and not least by his 

cousin, the architect Le Corbusier, who organized exhibitions for him in the United States. As Le Corbusier 

was at odds with his cousin's finger paintings, he eventually turned away from him. Unnoticed by the public, 

Louis Soutter died in Ballaigues in 1942. 
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It was not until 1961 that his works were rediscovered thanks to the Musée Cantonal des Beaux-Arts in 

Lausanne, which had acquired a large selection of works and dedicated a first retrospective to Louis Soutter. 

The Fondation Le Corbusier in Paris brought a major part of his drawings back to light. His work has been 

presented in international exhibitions from the outset, and is held in prestigious private and public 

collections, including the Kunstmuseum Basel, the Museum of Modern Art, New York, Museum Winterthur, 

and Kunsthaus Zürich. 
 

Stirring and of extraordinary intensity, Louis Soutter's finger paintings seem to be illustrations of the poem 

Hermann Hesse wrote about the painter in 1961: "neither handsome nor reasonable, it’s precise; I paint with 

ink and blood, I paint truth. Truth is terrifying." A visionary imagination which brings to mind traumatic 

experiences and states of fear is evident in the finger paintings focusing on a wide range of Christian and 

mythological motifs. Using a special technique, Louis Soutter would "stamp" the figures on paper using his 

fingertips dipped in black ink or oil or printer's ink. Closely lined up, the black silhouettes are devoid of any 

physical substance, neither is their swaying flexibility an expression of vitality; rather, the black shadows 

gesticulating with oversized hands seem to stagger as if they were caught in a net or behind a wire. Historical 

incidents in the ghettos and concentration camps of that time were reflected in Louis Soutter's finger 

paintings at the same time that, and even before, they took place in reality. His late artistic work is prophetic 

in character, and without parallel in European art of the nineteen twenties and thirties. 
 

Accompanying the exhibition, two publications published by Galerie Karsten Greve as well as a poster 

(45,00 euros) on Louis Soutter are available: 
 

Louis Soutter. Un Présage, texts: Michel Thévoz, Éric Vuillard, Julie Borgeaud, and a poem by Hermann Hesse, Galerie 

Karsten Greve, Paris, 2020, 60.00 euros. 
 

Louis Soutter. Fingermalerei 1937 – 1942, texts: Jean Dubuffet, Friedhelm Mennekes, Arnulf Rainer, and Jörg Zutter, 

Galerie Karsten Greve, Cologne, 1998, 60.00 euros. 

 

Heinz Holliger, Violin concerto Hommage à Louis Soutter, Thomas Zehetmair & Heinz Holliger & SWR Symphony 

Orchestra Baden-Baden and Freiburg, June, 17, 2004, 25,00 euros. 

 

 

ABOUT GALERIE KARSTEN GREVE 
 

Karsten Greve has been a successful art dealer for fifty-two years. He opened his first gallery in 1973 with a solo 

exhibition of Yves Klein in Cologne. He then opened additional premises, one in Paris (Rue Debelleyme) in 1989 and 

one in St. Moritz (Via Maistra) in 1999. Galerie Karsten Greve ranked from the beginning as a leading gallery 

worldwide and is regularly represented at international art fairs such as the ART BASEL shows, FIAC and TEFAF. The 

gallery organizes important individual exhibitions of renowned international artists such as Lucio Fontana, Piero 

Manzoni, Joseph Cornell, Willem De Kooning, and WOLS. Its program is determined by the owner’s personal contact 

to artists of the international post-1945 avant-garde, such as Cy Twombly, Louise Bourgeois, Jannis Kounellis, John 

Chamberlain, and Pierre Soulages. Karsten Greve’s long-standing collaboration with artists such as Gotthard Graubner, 

Pierrette Bloch and Leiko Ikemura has contributed significantly to them achieving worldwide recognition. The gallery, 

which is representing about thirty artists, is constantly expanding its portfolio to include rising young artists like 

Georgia Russell, Claire Morgan, Gideon Rubin, and Raúl Illarramendi. Galerie Karsten Greve is equally well known for 

its solo exhibitions and its highly ambitious accompanying catalogue productions published by the gallery. 
 

PRESS CONTACT 
 

Dr Cornelia Manegold 

Tel. +49 (0)221 2 57 10 12 

c.manegold@galerie-karsten-greve.de 

 

We are happy to provide you with images of the works shown in the exhibition. 
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