
GEORGES MATHIEU
(1921-2012)

The French painter Georges Mathieu was 
one of the pioneers of the Lyrical Abstraction 
movement. He was also one of the first artists 
to paint in public, bringing together painting 
and performance art.
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THE PAINTER GEORGES MATHIEU AND LYRICAL 
ABSTRACTION
Georges Mathieu was born in Boulogne-sur-Mer, France, 
on 27 January 1921. Born into a family of bankers, the artist 
began painting in 1942 after first studying literature, law 
and philosophy.

At the end of the Second World War, the artist Georges 
Mathieu fully devoted himself to a form of non-figurative 
gestural painting that he called “Lyrical Abstraction”, 
and which he ardently defended against geometric 
abstraction. As a painter, he became one of the leading 
thinkers behind this new form of abstraction. He also 
brought Lyrical Abstraction closer to the Action Painting 
movement, which was developing at the same time in 
the United States. In Paris, Mathieu immersed himself 
in the vibrant post-war art scene, exhibiting his work 
at the Salon des Réalités Nouvelles and the Salon des 
Surindépendants in 1947. The painter also exhibited at 
the group exhibition H.W.P.S.M.T.B at the Galerie Colette 
Allendy in Paris in 1948, showing his works alongside 
Hans Hartung and Wols. Mathieu’s work was exhibited 
by a number of other Parisian galleries in the years that 
followed, such as the Galerie René Drouin in 1950 and 
the Galerie Nina Dausset in 1951 as part of the exhibition 
Véhémences Confrontées. The Studio Paul Facchetti 
showed his work in 1951 and 1952, and the Galerie Pierre 
followed suit in 1956. It was, however, the Galerie Rive 
Droite in Paris that primarily presented his work during 
the period from 1954 to 1971.

GEORGES MATHIEU: PAINTING AS PERFORMANCE
The artist Georges Mathieu created his first tachist 
works of art as early as 1950. During the period that 
followed, Mathieu began to title his paintings with 
references to historical events in France—he was 
particularly fascinated by the Middle Ages—such as 
La Bataille de Bouvines, which he painted in April 1954. 
Mathieu also brought painting closer to performance 
art and theatrical events known as “happenings”. The 
artist painted his work live in front of an audience. The 
painting Les Capétiens partout, for example, was painted 
in one hour and twenty minutes in front of Jean Larcade’s 
castle in Saint-Germain-en-Laye, near Paris. During 
these performances, Mathieu revealed his creative 
process to the public, exposing himself in the very act 
of creation. Without sketches or preparatory drawings, 
the artist painted his works in a free and spontaneous 
manner, using colours taken directly from their tubes. 
The juxtaposed marks in Mathieu’s work lost any literal 
meaning, but his gestural painting nevertheless brought 
him closer to Eastern artistic practices. André Malraux 
even qualified the painter as a “Western calligrapher”. 

THE PAINTER GEORGES MATHIEU’S INTERNATIONAL 
RECOGNITION
From the 1950s onwards, Georges Mathieu’s work 
crossed oceans to be shown in exhibitions in the United 
States and Japan. Mathieu’s work was presented in 
exhibitions by several galleries in New York—including 
the Perspective Gallery, the Stable Gallery and the 
Alexander Iolas Gallery—but it was, above all, the Kootz 
Gallery that would represent the artist in New York, 
presenting his work in exhibitions on an annual basis 
from 1954 to 1960. Mathieu was also exhibited at the Art 
Institute of Chicago in 1954 and participated in the group 
exhibition Art from France at the San Francisco Museum 
of Art in 1956. In 1957, Mathieu’s paintings were exhibited 
in Japanese art galleries in Tokyo and Osaka. The artist 
travelled to Japan that year, where he was a triumphant 
success.

A globe-trotter, the painter Georges Mathieu travelled 
regularly, visiting countries all over the world. On a trip 
to the United States, Mathieu visited friends at the 
prestigious universities of Berkeley, Yale, Princeton and 
the Massachusetts Institute of Technology. He also 
travelled to Brazil, Argentina, Lebanon, Israel, Canada, 
and throughout Europe. 

Mathieu’s work was presented around the world in 
numerous shows, including notable exhibitions at the 
Kunstverein in Cologne in 1959, at the Grand Palais in 
Paris 1978, in New York in 1979 and 1985, in Montreal in 
1979, in Rio de Janeiro in 1982 and in Singapore in 1984. A 
more recent retrospective of the artist’s work was held at 
the Galerie Nationale du Jeu de Paume in Paris in 2002. 

THE PAINTER GEORGES MATHIEU’S UNIVERSE
Starting in 1962, the painter Georges Mathieu sought ways 
to transform his artistic “language” into “style”, hoping to 
contribute to a harmonious relationship between man 
and his environment. The artist created a whole universe 
of work using a variety of media, including furniture 
and jewellery. He also established various collaborative 
projects, including tapestries created in collaboration 
with the Manufacture Nationale des Gobelins, a series of 
plates created with the Manufacture de Sèvres, a new 10 
franc coin created with the Monnaie de Paris, and a series 
of posters created with the airline company Air France. 
Mathieu also designed stamps, gates and fountains, as 
well as the plans for a factory in Fontenay-le-Comte in 
the Vendée region of France. 

Mathieu created monumental sculptures, including the 
following notable examples in France: at the Neuilly 
Sports Complex (1982), at the C.E.S. in Charenton (1982) 
and at the Elf-Aquitaine Tower in the Parisian business 



district of La Défense. The artist also painted a number 
of monumental works of art for public spaces, such 
as La délivrance d’Orléans par Jeanne d’Arc in 1982 for 
the Orléans Town Hall and ceiling decorations for the 
Boulogne-Billancourt Town Hall from 1984 to 1985. 

Mathieu’s work went through a period of transformation 
starting in 1985, as the artist arrived at a “cosmic juncture” 
in his art. Abandoning the central composition that had 
previously shaped his work, the artist let forms invade 
the entire surface of the canvas. 

In parallel to his work as a painter, Mathieu became 
Director of Public Relations for the American airline 
company United States Lines in Paris in 1947 and then 
Editor-in-Chief of the United States Lines Paris Review 
from 1950 to 1953. The bilingual review, which he headed 
for ten years from 1953 to 1964, dealt with themes as 
diverse as “Art and Knowledge on both sides of the 
Atlantic” (1953–1954), “The Game” (1956–1957), “The 
Party” (1960–1961) and “Dandyism” (1962–1963).

The painter Georges Mathieu died on 10 June 2012 in 
Boulogne-Billancourt, France. 
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