
GEORGES ROUAULT: 5 reasons his art continues to 
captivate a century later 
By Candace Wetmore 

From Alfred Hitchcock to Bob Dylan, admirers have long been drawn to Georges Rouault’s 
fusion of sacred themes, modern expression, and unwavering moral clarity — a conviction 
that led him to protect his legacy in court. Discover why his uncompromising vision still 
speaks so powerfully today. 

 

 

Georges Rouault in his studio, 1953. Photo by Yvonne Chevalier. Fondation Georges Rouault. © 
2025 Artists Rights Society (ARS), New York / ADAGP, Paris. 

 

 



 

1. He set a new standard for figurative painting, marked by an empathy that 
resonates today 

Georges Rouault populated his canvases with a recurring cast of clowns, 
fugitives, prostitutes, and Christ figures — archetypes that distilled the 
contradictions of his time while speaking to timeless human truths. The clown, 
a familiar presence in the art and cabaret culture of early 20th-century Paris, 
became for Rouault an emblem of solitude and fragile dignity. Its existence 
lingers in contemporary art, from Cindy Sherman to Bruce Nauman, and in 
popular culture’s continuing fascination with the tragic performer. 

 

     
LEFT: Georges Rouault, Pierrot, c. 1937–38. © 2025 Artists Rights Society (ARS), New York / 
ADAGP, Paris. 
RIGHT: Georges Rouault, Satan, c. 1937. © 2025 Artists Rights Society (ARS), New York / 
ADAGP, Paris. 

 

His portraits of sex workers cut against the moral hypocrisies of his time. This 
compassion was more than pictorial: Rouault offered shelter to the women he 
painted, carrying his convictions beyond the canvas. By stripping away the 
roles and stereotypes society imposed, he confronted the truth of the person 
beneath — a pursuit that spanned his career. Clowns and prostitutes, saints and 
Christs were treated with equal reverence, collapsing the boundary between 
sacred art and human existence. By rejecting idealized religious imagery, 

https://rouault.org/en/


Rouault recast divine figures in the language of human endurance and 
vulnerability. 

More than a century later, Rouault’s consideration still resonates. Where he 
once stood at the threshold of his subjects’ lives, many artists now speak from 
within, carrying his legacy forward through lived experience. 

 

2. He mastered a visual language that transcended mediums 

Rouault’s artistry was never confined to a single form. Trained as a stained glass 
apprentice in his youth, he absorbed its lessons in luminous color and bold, 
lead-like contours — traits that would define his work across every medium. In 
painting, those outlines framed molten fields of color, imbuing portraits of 
clowns, judges, and biblical scenes with the glow of light breaking through 
darkness. Printmaking offered a different kind of expression, rooted in tone, 
shading, and draftsmanship. Among his most powerful graphic works, the 
Miserere portfolio fused multiple intaglio techniques to create images that 
glowed with the solemn radiance of medieval stained glass. 

 

     
 
LEFT: Georges Rouault, Miserere XXXI : Aimez-vous les uns les autres, 1916–27, published 1948. 
© 2025 Artists Rights Society (ARS), New York / ADAGP, Paris. 

RIGHT: Costumes designed by Rouault for the Ballets Russes’ Prodigal Son, produced by 
Sergei Diaghilev with choreography by George Balanchine. Photo by ullstein bild via Getty 
Images. 



 
 

That connection to his earliest craft came full circle in 1945, when five of his 
paintings were translated into stained-glass windows for the Church of Notre 
Dame de Toute Grâce in Haute-Savoie. His imagery carried easily into other 
mediums, from ceramics to richly woven Aubusson tapestries, each retaining 
the same vivid presence. Even his set and costume designs for the Ballets 
Russes’ Prodigal Son carried his unmistakable touch, complementing George 
Balanchine’s choreography, itself inspired by Byzantine aesthetics. 

 

3. He kept remarkable company, but refused to be labeled 

Rouault’s career was shaped by notable figures, yet he remained defiantly his 
own. At the École des Beaux-Arts, he studied under Symbolist master Gustave 
Moreau alongside Henri Matisse, a lifelong friend. Moreau’s teaching — steeped 
in allegory and mystical devotion to color — gave Rouault both technical 
precision and the conviction that art could serve as a moral force. When Moreau 
died in 1898, Rouault underwent a profound moral and artistic reckoning, 
setting him on the path toward the deeply personal, spiritually charged vision 
that would define his mature work. 

 

 
Rouault at the Benedictine Abbey of Ligugé with Joris-Karl Huysmans in 1901. © Albert 
Harlingue / Roger-Viollet 

 

https://www.passy-mont-blanc.com/en/decouvrir-passy/destination-culturelle/eglise-notre-dame-de-toute-grace/
https://www.passy-mont-blanc.com/en/decouvrir-passy/destination-culturelle/eglise-notre-dame-de-toute-grace/
https://www.nahmadcontemporary.com/news/rouaults-vision-returns-to-stage-in-the-new-york-city-ballets-revival-of-prodigal-son


Friendships with Catholic novelists Léon Bloy and Joris-Karl Huysmans 
deepened his belief in art as moral witness, while dealers Ambroise Vollard and 
Pierre Matisse safeguarded his autonomy while bringing his work to the world 
stage. In an era when many artists rallied under the banners of Cubism, 
Surrealism, or Expressionism, Rouault resisted movements and manifestos. His 
voice was shaped in conversation with his peers but never defined by them, 
forging an independence that underpins his relevance today. 

 

4. He captivated Hollywood legends and musical giants alike 

Alfred Hitchcock had a deep appreciation for the painter, once telling 
biographer Charlotte Chandler that he considered it a privilege to own a 
Rouault — a portrait of Christ that occupied the foyer of his Bel-Air home. 
Hitchcock seemed to recognize a kindred spirit: both artists returned again and 
again to a narrow set of themes, wrestling with the transcendent nature of 
suffering. “Not that I’m comparing myself to him,” Hitchcock told filmmaker 
François Truffaut, “but old Rouault was content with judges, clowns, a few 
women, and Christ on the Cross.” 

 

     
LEFT: Georges Rouault, Fille (Femme aux cheveux roux) (Girl [Woman with red hair]), 1908 — 
formerly in the collection of Edward G. Robinson. © 2025 Artists Rights Society (ARS), New 
York / ADAGP, Paris. 
RIGHT: Georges Rouault, Femme de profil (Woman in profile), 1926 — formerly in the 
collection of Greta Garbo. © 2025 Artists Rights Society (ARS), New York / ADAGP, Paris. 

 



Rouault’s paintings also hung in the residences of other Golden Age icons, 
among them Greta Garbo, The Snake Pit director Anatole Litvak, and actor 
Edward G. Robinson. For Gregory Peck, whose portrayal of Atticus Finch 
remains a screen emblem of moral courage, Rouault’s art revealed new depths 
late in life: “I have been looking at his work for years. Now, at my age, I see a 
spirituality and power that I never fully appreciated. Live and learn.” 

 

 
Georges Rouault, The Old King, 1916–36. Carnegie Museum of Art, Pittsburgh. © 2025 Artists 
Rights Society (ARS), New York / ADAGP, Paris; Photo credit: Carnegie Museum of Art, 
Pittsburgh, PA / Art Resource, NY. 

 

That same kinship found its way into music. In the 1960s, Bob Dylan hung a 
poster of Rouault’s The Old King in his Greenwich Village apartment and later 
cited the painter as an influence on his own art. The moral grit and lyrical sweep 
of Rouault’s world — not far from Dylan’s own “paupers and peasants and 
princes and kings” — could just as easily inhabit a song as a canvas. Composer 
George Gershwin, who collected several of Rouault’s works including Dancer 
with Two Clowns (now in the collection of The Metropolitan Museum of Art), 
was drawn to what one biographer described as the artist’s “breathtaking 
power” and “almost barbaric cadences,” once exclaiming, “If only I could put 
Rouault into music!” 

 

5. He defended his legacy in court — and burned 315 works to preserve it 

https://collection.carnegieart.org/objects/728c647f-2050-4885-b5bf-6b8e3886a0ae
https://www.metmuseum.org/art/collection/search/486337
https://www.metmuseum.org/art/collection/search/486337


In 1946, Parisians — who, as TIME put it, “dearly love to argue about the art of 
law and the laws of art” — were debating a question still familiar to the art world 
today: When is a work of art finished? The question was prompted by Rouault’s 
legal battle with the estate of his late dealer Ambroise Vollard. When Vollard 
unexpectedly died in 1939, hundreds of Rouault’s unfinished artworks remained 
in his possession. The dealer’s heirs sought to sell them, but Rouault objected, 
arguing that releasing work without his consent would betray his intentions. 
 

 
Following his lawsuit with the Vollard heirs, Rouault burned 315 of his paintings in the 
presence of a public notary on November 5, 1948. Photo by Yvonne Chevalier. Fondation 
Georges Rouault. 

 

What followed was a years-long court case. In a landmark ruling, the court sided 
with Rouault, affirming his moral right to control the fate of his own work. After 
regaining possession, Rouault made a startling choice: he burned over 300 
canvases he deemed incomplete or unworthy in an act of creative self-
determination. In an era defined both by postmodern challenges to authorship 
and by new mechanisms to protect it — from appropriation art to resale 
royalties and digital provenance — Rouault’s fight remains a watershed defense 
of an artist’s legacy. 

https://time.com/archive/6824428/art-unfinished-business/

