
SERGE POLIAKOFF
(1900-1969)

Serge Poliakoff was a Russian-born French 
painter. One of the major figures of the post-
war abstract movement, Poliakoff is known 
for his approach to abstraction, structured by 
the juxtaposition of colour planes. 



BIOGRAPHY

SERGE POLIAKOFF’S EARLY LIFE IN RUSSIA
Serge Poliakoff was born on 21 January 1900 in Moscow, 
the thirteenth of fourteen children. His father, Georges 
Nicolaévitch Poliakoff, supplied the Russian army with 
horses and owned a racing stable. Serge Poliakoff began 
attending courses in drawing in Moscow in 1914. He 
painted his first landscapes in Nalchik, where the leading 
Russian landscape painter Isaac Levitan had worked.

Poliakoff’s pious mother regularly took her son to church, 
where he discovered religious icons that would have a 
profound influence on his work. Showing little interest in 
his studies at high school, Poliakoff took refuge in reading 
and acquired a very good knowledge of Russian literature 
and the Western classics. Through his brother Anatoly, 
who studied singing, Poliakoff developed a passion for 
opera and music. He learned to play the guitar at the age 
of 12 years old. 

SERGE POLIAKOFF’S EXILE AND MOVE TO PARIS
The life of the Poliakoff family was violently shaken by the 
Russian Revolution in 1917. The family fled the following 
year, travelling through Russia and the Caucasus. In 1919, 
Poliakoff took refuge in Constantinople with his aunt, 
the singer Nastia Poliakoff. Poliakoff accompanied her 
on the guitar, which would become his primary source 
of income for three decades to come. Poliakoff travelled 
all over Europe, passing through Sofia, Belgrade, Vienna 
and Berlin before reaching Paris, where he settled in 1923. 

In 1929, Poliakoff enrolled at the Académie de la Grande 
Chaumière in Montparnasse to study painting. The 
painter exhibited his works for the first time in 1931, at a 
group exhibition at the Galerie Drouant in Paris. During 
that period, he painted nudes, portraits and landscapes 
in an academic style. Poliakoff worked at the Académie 
Frochot in Montmartre in 1933, where he studied painting 
under Othon Friez, Marcel Cosson and Ivan Cerf. In the 
evenings, he continued to play the guitar to earn a living. 

THE PAINTER SERGE POLIAKOFF IN LONDON
In 1935, Poliakoff moved to London, where he studied at 
the Slade School of Art for two years. It was there that he 
met Marcelle Perreur-Lloyd, whom he married the same 
year. The couple had a son, Alexis, in 1942. Still living off 
his earnings from playing the guitar, Poliakoff took part 
in several films as a musician. During his time in London, 
Poliakoff visited its museums, marvelling at the works 
of the Italian Primitives—Cimabue, Giotto, Simone 
Martini— as well as members of the Flemish school and 

the impressionist movement. He also studied the works 
of Velasquez, Cézanne, Gauguin and Seurat, as well as 
modern artists, among whom he particularly appreciated 
Paul Klee—for his sense of composition—and Juan Gris. 
“Juan Gris was already abstract,” Poliakoff said, “unlike 
Picasso and Braque.” The Egyptian sarcophagi that 
Poliakoff discovered at the British Museum were a major 
aesthetic revelation for the artist at the time. He was 
fascinated by their proportions, colours and materials. 

SERGE POLIAKOFF’S RETURN TO PARIS AND EARLY 
SUCCESS
In 1937, Serge Poliakoff and his wife returned to Paris. 
The artist’s first solo exhibition was held at the Galerie 
Zak in the same year. It was also in Paris that Poliakoff 
met Kandinsky, who had moved there after the Bauhaus 
was closed down. The meeting between the two artists 
encouraged Poliakoff to explore abstraction in his work. 
In 1936, Poliakoff’s work was exhibited at the Salon des 
Indépendants, where he was represented every year 
until 1946. It was through the Salon that he met Sonia 
and Robert Delaunay, with whom he became very close 
friends. Robert Delaunay’s lessons on simultaneous 
contrast would have a decisive influence on Poliakoff’s 
work. 

Poliakoff exhibited his first abstract painting at the 
Galerie Le Niveau in Paris. A fan of the piece, Kandinsky 
declared: ‘’I’ll be staking my money on Poliakoff in the 
future of painting.’’ Poliakoff also met the artist Otto 
Freundlich around this time. Freundlich had a profound 
impact on the painter. Poliakoff’s first exhibition of 
entirely abstract works was presented at the Galerie 
L’Esquisse in 1945. 

In 1946, at the suggestion of the Dutch artist César 
Domela, Poliakoff took part in two exhibitions organised 
at the Centre de Recherches on Rue Cujas in Paris. The 
events, which brought together the avant-garde of 
abstract painting, saw Poliakoff exhibited alongside 
Ernest Engel-Pak, Marie Raymond, Vassily Kandinsky, 
Auguste Herbin, César Domela, Jean Dewasne, Jean 
Deyrolle, Hans Hartung and Gérard Schneider. Poliakoff’s 
works were exhibited at Denise René’s gallery alongside 
those of Jacques Duthoo, Alfred Reth, Marie Raymond and 
Marcel Pouget in the same year, and he also took part in 
the Salon de Mai. Poliakoff still continued his activities as 
a musician, playing the guitar at a Russian cabaret.

In 1947, Serge Poliakoff received the Kandinsky Prize, 
which was created by Nina Kandinsky to encourage 
the abstract painting movement. Poliakoff’s first solo 



exhibition to be held abroad took place in 1948 at the 
Tokanten Gallery in Copenhagen. A work by Poliakoff was 
acquired by a museum for the first time in the same year, 
when the Musée de Grenoble bought a painting from 
him. 

THE PAINTER SERGE POLIAKOFF’S FIRST 
EXHIBITIONS ABROAD
In 1950, Poliakoff saw his works exhibited at the Galerie 
Denise René and the Galerie de Beaune in Paris. He took 
part in the Salon de Mai in the same year. Poliakoff’s work 
was presented at the Galerie Dina Vierny the following 
year, as well as in various group exhibitions in Paris and 
abroad, notably in England and Japan. 
 
In 1952, Poliakoff finally stopped working as a musician 
thanks to a contract with the Galerie Bing, which 
enabled him to live off his work as an artist. It was in 
the same year that the Musée d’Art Moderne de Paris 
presented the exhibition L’Art du XXe Siècle. Viewing the 
show, Poliakoff discovered two paintings by Malevitch 
from the collections of the Museum of Modern Art in 
New York, including White on White. The discovery was 
an aesthetic revelation for Poliakoff, who said: “It showed 
me once again the capital role played by the vibration of 
matter. Even if there is no colour, a painting in which the 
matter vibrates remains alive.” 

In 1953, Poliakoff’s first solo exhibitions were presented 
in Belgium: at the APIAW (Association pour le progrès 
intellectuel et artistique en Wallonie) in Liège, at the 
Palais des Beaux-Arts in Brussels and at the Musée de 
Verviers. His first solo exhibition in the United States 
took place in the same year, at the Circle & Square 
Gallery in New York. This was followed by his second solo 
exhibition in the United States at the Knoedler Gallery in 
New York in 1955.

Poliakoff was awarded the Lissone Prize in 1956. In 1958, 
the painter designed the set for the ballet Contrepoint, 
which was performed with choreography by Roland Petit 
to the music of Marius Constant. Projections of two of 
Poliakoff’s paintings were used as part of the set of Jean 
Tardieu-Jacques Poliéri’s show at the Théâtre de l’Alliance 
Française in Paris the following year. 

Poliakoff took part in major international cultural 
events, including Documenta II and III, the International 
Exhibition of Contemporary Painting at the Carnegie 
Institute in Pittsburgh, and and 50 Ans D’art Moderne in  
Brussels in 1958.

In 1959, Poliakoff saw one of Malevich’s monumental 
works for the first time at an exhibition organised by 
Franz Meyer at the Kunsthalle in Bern. The piece had a 
profound effect on the painter. 

The painter Serge Poliakoff was naturalised as a French 
citizen in 1962. He was featured at the Venice Biennale 
in the same year, where a room was dedicated to his 
work. In 1965, Poliakoff was awarded the International 
Prize at the Tokyo Biennale. The following year, he was 
awarded the Grand Prix at the Biennale de Menton and 
a major retrospective of his work was presented at the 
Kunstmuseum in St. Gallen, Switzerland. In 1968, a Serge 
Poliakoff retrospective was presented at the Maison 
de la Culture in Caen, closely followed by a second 
retrospective at the Musée d’Art Moderne in Paris in 1970. 

In September 1969, Serge Poliakoff travelled to Venice 
for his exhibition at the Galleria del Naviglio. During his 
stay, he visited the Chapel of the Scrovegni in Padua and 
discovered the frescoes by Giotto, which influenced his 
last works. Serge Poliakoff died on 12 October 1969 in 
Paris, France.
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