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THE Paris Museum of Modern Art is currently rendering unusual homage to one of the rare internationally acknowledged women painters of all times, who was born in 1891 in the Dutch city of Katwijk as Annie Caroline Toorop. 

Annie, who inherited her passion for art from her father Jan Toorop, a well-known painter of the day and classified by critics as neo-impressionist, pointillist and symbolist, was already involved at age 25 in a movement known as The Signal; but her career effectively took off a few years later when she moved to Amsterdam and started working independently — inspired, fascinated and transfixed by a nascent art form, the cinema. 

Living among a group of bohemian painters, she was frequently called Charley by her friends, a nickname she would finally adopt and use to sign her paintings that are essentially human faces in frontal poses, like actors facing the camera in full glare of the floodlights. 

Groups of people painted by Charley Toorop — friends but also Dutch working people and farmers — appear hypnotised, often those in the back-rows taking unnaturally larger proportions than the ones in the front. Trying to explain this oddity, in a letter in 1917 to one of her contemporaries, she wonders what exactly is ‘natural’ in a painting: “is what seems to be a natural appearance the reality? Or can we sense here only the most unreal that can lead an artist towards what is effectively real?” 

Critics would later term her quest for this unreal real as ‘new objectivity’ and Charley Toorop would master her technique by the end of the 1920s and would attract around her a famous group of admirers that included legendary artists like Piet Mondrian, Henk Chabot, Ossip Zadkine and Fernand Leger. Though scenes from the windows of her apartment of Amsterdam’s canals as well as of orchards and, most of all her human faces, bear a cinema-like quality, Charley Toorop’s paintings invariably carry harsh lines and vivid colours darting out and characterising a personal statement. 

She fell in love with, then married, Henk Fernhout, an intellectual and political agitator devoted to anarchism and revolution, but most of all to alcoholism. Putting up with Fernhout’s inebriated outbursts and at the same time going on painting would prove to be pure hell for Charley Toorop and she would obtain a divorce but would keep her three children with her, a girl and two boys one of whom would himself turn into an accomplished painter. Their faces constantly appear in a series of portraits by their mother at different ages. 

Split between the responsibility of raising three children and an all-consuming urge to create incessantly, Charley Toorop would finally decide to do both, but in her own way. She would quit Amsterdam in favour of a sizeable beachfront house in Bergen, northern Holland. Upon her specific instructions the residence would be transformed in 1931 by the most prominent Dutch architect of the time and a friend Gerrit Rietveld into a full time atelier and a guest house. Here she would live the rest of her artistic, and relatively short, life permanently surrounded by painters, sculptors, writers and architects. 

The house, today famous for being the birthplace of so much creative work, was always full of guests who were asked to comply with the following six rules: 1. do not bang doors; 2. do not try to force open a closed door; 3. be punctual at meals; 4. never come to the table without a careful wash and grooming first; 5. never leave a mess behind; 6. apart from this, everything else is permitted. 

A sizeable portion of the current exhibition is devoted to the work Charley’s friends would accomplish in this house and their daily life is meticulously recorded in black and white prints by her daughter-in-law Eva Besnyo, an accomplished photographer in her own right. As Charley Toorop collected art as avidly as she painted, one has the possibility of seeing masterpieces by Mondrian, Zadkine, Leger and others as well as a giant-size bronze mask of her father Jan Toorop done by John Radecker, the most accomplished of the Dutch sculptors of the time. 

But most touching of all are Charley Toorop’s own works for their forceful simplicity. “Let’s not mess things up with principles,” she writes to a friend, “principles complicate things; just work hard!” When you look at the staring eyes of the characters in her paintings, herself included, with their unflinching impassability, you understand what she means by not messing things up. 

The 1930s financial crisis would influence Charlie Toorop and her work would include portraits of farm workers with haggard faces and women with blue veins standing out on their calloused hands. The human misery and the devastation caused by the Nazi bombardments are also underlined by Eva Besnyo’s vivid photographs that are part of the exhibition. 

But the most striking feature of the show are the self-portraits that begin at the start of her career and continue reappearing after every five or six canvases practically until Charley Toorop’s death in 1955 at age 64. The long and relentless process of fresh features and the rosy complexion of youth gradually moving towards old age and giving way to wrinkled brows, hollowed eyes and graying hair is so ruthlessly yet so masterfully recorded that you cannot remain untouched by the cruelty that is time going by.

Readers with access to the Internet can visit a selection of her paintings by clicking on Charley Toorop. Those lucky enough to be going to Holland this summer can see permanent collections of her work at the Boijmans Van Beunigen Museum in Rotterdam and the Kroller-Muller Museum in Otterlo.

