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Giovanni Segantini [Arco 1858 - Schafberg 1899]
The Sheepshearing
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1) Annie-Paule Quinsac, Segantini, Catalogo generale, Editoriale Electa,
1982, p.274.
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Segantini, Contrast of Light, 1887, Brussels, Musées Royaux des Beaux-Arts
de Belgique

Segantini was born in the north Italian town of Arco, which was then
under the dominion of Austria. He moved to Milan for his art school
days, but he ended up spending the majority of his life in towns and
villages near his hometown, using those places as the basis for his
painting activities. In terms of his interactions with the art world and
other painters of his day, he remained in his marginalized environment,
reflecting the Pointillism, Symbolism and other modern European art
movements, all while establishing his own distinctive painting style. In
1880 Segantini left Milan and moved to Brianza, a farming village in the
north. His move to Brianza was encouraged by Vittore Grubicy, the art
dealer who sent Segantini's works out into the world, and this move
gave Segantini a quieter environment where he could focus on his
painting. Segantini lived in Brianza until 1886, when he moved to
Savognino, surrounded by the Alps that would form one of the major
motifs of Segantini’s later paintings. During his time in Brianza he
focused on scenes of mountain village life, shedding the academic style
of his early period as his compositions gradually became filled with
bright light. Compared to his Savognino period, with its use of pointillist
techniques and a strong awareness of the mysticism found in nature, the
Brianza period works reveal a tendency towards realism, but he found
some important determinations of his future direction in this period.

In Brianza Segantini actively took as his subject matter the
landscapes and farmers of the village set amongst the mountains, the
shepherds and others who lived there and the animals they cared for.
Several times he took sheep shearing as his subject matter, sheep
shearing scenes being common from spring to summer in the hill towns.
In addition to this oil painting, there also remain drawings and study
works of the same composition worked in charcoal and pastel (Q385-
362). According to Quinsac, other than a preparatory work in oil, there
were pastels and charcoal sketches done at the same time as this work,
two charcoal works and pastel works created later, and charcoal works
depicting only the man shearing the sheep. This indicates that even after
completing the composition in the form of an oil painting, Segantini
continued to paint images of the composition in pastels and charcoal.
After this work was first displayed in Antwerp in 1885, it was displayed in
major exhibitions held in Rome, Venice, London and other venues until
1888 where it gained attention. It is also thought that several
commissions for similar works were received at that time. Segantini
himself said that the Sheepshearing image was drawn from a scene he
had actually witnessed (letter to a friend, 1898). However, according to
Quinsac, it is also possible that he may have constructed the
composition in the studio with a memory of the actual scene, having his
assistant pose for him."” Thus the work can be seen as intricately
planned as opposed to simply painted directly from nature.

Though Segantini began to fully use the pointillist technique around



1886, here irregular, rough brushstrokes can be already seen on the
group of sheep outside the fence and around the figures shearing sheep,
all of which are traces of his efforts to express light. On the other hand,
the forms and composition have been simplified, with a geometric
stability in the composition formed by the verticals of the sheep barn
pillars and such horizontal elements as the fence surrounding the
sheep, the swelling lines of the eaves of the sheep barn, and the horizon
line that stretches into the distance. The details of humans and sheep
have been simplified, and regardless of the fact that this is supposed to
be a depiction of the activity of sheep shearing, both humans and sheep
are in still, stable poses. The horizontal composition, stretching from
foreground to middle ground and distance appears as if it had been
shot with a wide-angle lens. This compositional choice was developed
in Segantini’s late period large-scale works, and also links this work to
the decorative paintings created at the same time in Europe.

During the Savognino period he created an oil painting titled by the
artist Contrast of Light (Brussels, Musées Royaux des Beaux-Arts de
Belgique, fig.). While the Sheepshearing work had already left his studio,
he borrowed it back to use as reference during his creation of Contrast
of Light. The two works share the division of foreground and
background by the sheep barn, the contrast between the clear
separation of dark sheep barn with light-filled farm village scene and the
palette tones. Further, the two sheep seen in Contrast of Light are shown
immediately after having been shorn, further cementing the connection
between the two works. In addition, in Contrast of Light the composition
is more simplified, with the horizontal line of the sheep barn fence
emphasized and the focus placed firmly more on the contrast between
light and shadow. These two works thus reveal one of the directions of
Segantini's arts, as they moved from the Brianza period to the Savognino
period with a simplification of expression.

Segantini has frequently been compared to Millet in terms of his use
of the simple lives of farm villagers as his subject matter, his still,
simplified forms, and his compositions. Indeed, Millet, Corot, and other
Barbizon school French painters from the 1830s onward greatly
influenced the young painters in Milan at the time, and thus it can be
surmised that Segantini was similarly influenced. However, Segantini
himself, with the exception of several prints introduced to him by
Grubicy, did not have a chance to actually see Millet's oil paintings in
person, and thus the influence from Millet's works must have been
limited at best.

This work was purchased by Kojiro Matsukata from the collection of
the Grondona family of Milanese industrialists, and brought by
Matsukata to Japan. In 1928 it was displayed at the Tokyo Prefectural Art
Museum, and in 1934 purchased by a private collector from an auction
exhibition. The painting remained in that private collection until it was
purchased by the NMWA. In the novel Machiko, written by Yaeko
Nogami and published in 1931, the heroine of the story remarks about
seeing this work when she went to see the Tokyo Prefectural Art
Museum exhibition. (Mina Oya)

Note:

1) Annie-Paule Quinsac, Segantini, Catalogo generale, Editoriale Electa,
1982, p.274.



