
Robert HELMAN (1910 – 1990)

Robert Helman was a major painter in the 
Parisian art scene in the post-war period. 

A French artist born into a Jewish family 
in Romania, Helman drew on his personal 

journey of migration and exile, as well as his 
relationship with nature, for inspiration. The 

artist’s series Genèses, Soleils, Arbres and 
Forêts, among others, bear witness to his 

desire to reinvent the world after the trauma 
of war.



BIOGRAPHY

ROBERT HELMAN: FROM CHILDHOOD IN ROMANIA 
TO STUDIES IN PARIS
Robert Helman was born on 9 February 1910 in Galati, 
Romania, where the Danube joins the Black Sea. 
Helman’s grandfather was the chief rabbi of the Kaiser in 
Vienna, while his father was a merchant and the owner 
of an alcohol distillery. His mother, meanwhile, was the 
president of an orphanage. She played a key role in his 
education, first hiring a violin teacher for her son – who 
showed no interest in music – and then an art teacher 
to give instruction in drawing and painting, lessons that 
would spark a real passion in the child.
Helman, who had been immersed in French culture 
through childhood, obtained his baccalaureate at the 
age of 17, at which point he expressed a desire to go 
to France for a university education. Quotas had been 
introduced in Romania at that time limiting the number 
of Jews that could be admitted to universities in the 
country. Helman’s parents accepted his decision on the 
condition that he studied law or medicine, which he did, 
enrolling at the Faculty of Law on his arrival in Paris in 
July 1927. The young student quickly became an activist, 
developing close connections with Trotskyist students 
such as the future writer and editor Maurice Nadeau, 
whose portrait Helman would later paint.
Robert Helman graduated with a law degree in 1931. 
During a trip back to his hometown, the young graduate 
met Zéna Jolles, who was also a student in Paris. Back in 
the French capital, they campaigned for political causes 
together, engaging in lengthy discussions about the 
Spanish war and the rise of Nazism in Germany. Zéna 
and Robert married in Romania in 1936, after which they 
returned to Paris where the latter worked for some time 
as a lawyer.

ROBERT HELMAN’S EXILE IN BARCELONA
In September 1939, Robert Helman volunteered for 
the French Army but was not enlisted because he was 
a Romanian citizen. Thanks to their connections with 
Trotskyist circles, Zéna and Robert were warned in 
advance of Hitler’s offensive in France and decided to 
leave Paris immediately to take refuge in Barcelona. 
The couple were able to cross the border with the help 
of false baptismal certificates obtained from the parish 
priest of the Saint-Germain-des-Prés church in Paris.
The couple found themselves destitute and had to sell 
their personal possessions and wedding rings. It was 
particularly difficult for them to find work because 
neither Zéna nor Robert could speak Spanish. Zéna 
found a job as an assistant in a hospital nonetheless, 
while Robert had to take on casual work waiting tables 
and delivering goods, among other odd jobs, despite his 
law degree. The couple met many refugees in Barcelona 
who were settling in Spain or travelling to Portugal or 
South America. Just as it had during the First World War, 
Barcelona welcomed many European artists during this 
period.

It was in this climate that Robert Helman began 
experimenting with painting. Looking for work, he 
entered a cobbler’s shop to make inquiries. The cobbler 
asked him what he liked to do, and Helman replied 
that he liked to paint but had no money for materials. 
The cobbler gave him some money and commissioned 
him to create a work of art. Helman painted a still life 
of flowers, which the cobbler immediately sold for twice 
the amount given to the artist. As the artist recalled, 
“That was the beginning of my career as a painter.”
An excellent portrait painter, Robert Helman thus began 
to earn a living in Barcelona through his painting. He met 
the painter Jaime A. Colson, a professor at the Barcelona 
School of Fine Arts, who taught him fresco techniques 
and invited him to join the artists’ collective “Los artistas 
de la Campana de San Gervasio”. The group, which took 
its name from the café where its members met, included 
the artists Joan Vilató and Josep Vilató (nephews of 
Pablo Picasso), Joan Ponç, Antoni Tápies, Modest Cuixart, 
José María de Sucre and the poet Joan Brossa, as well 
as the art critic Arnau Puig. In 1945, Helman’s work was 
shown for the first time in Barcelona in several galleries. 
The artist had his first solo exhibition in the city at the 
Galerias Pictoria in November.

THE PAINTER’S RETURN TO PARIS
After the Liberation of France, Zéna and Robert Helman 
returned to Paris, where the latter devoted himself 
entirely to painting. Robert moved into the former studio 
of a friend – the painter Emmanuel Mané-Katz, whom 
he had met in Barcelona –, taking up residence at 255 
Boulevard Raspail in Paris’ Montparnasse district. Zéna 
Helman, meanwhile, joined Professor Henri Wallon’s 
child psychobiology team. The couple had lost many 
friends during the war but were reunited with the 
publisher Maurice Nadeau, who wrote texts for Robert’s 
exhibitions. The couple’s son Henri was born in 1947. 
That year, Robert Helman had solo exhibitions in Paris 
at the Galerie Berri-Raspail and in Algeria at the Galerie 
Alsace-Lorraine in Oran and the Galerie Le Nombre d’Or 
in Algiers.
The year 1948 was marked by a number of important 
encounters for Robert Helman, who met the Spanish 
painters Óscar Domínguez and Antoni Clavé as well as 
the Romanian painter Victor Brauner and the French-
Algerian painter Jean-Michel Atlan. This community of 
artists met at Le Dôme, La Coupole, Le Select, and other 
cafés in the French capital, which was playing host to 
numerous foreign artists at the time. That year, Robert 
Helman exhibited several times at the Galerie Breteau, 
notably alongside Jean-Michel Atlan, Pierre Soulages, 
Hans Hartung, Óscar Domínguez and Henri Goetz, 
among others.
In 1949, Robert Helman and Emmanuel Mané-Katz 
created a mural – The Tree, 1.30 x 2.10 m – for the Botanical 
Library in Netanya, Israel. Robert Helman then moved to 



Saint-Paul-de-Vence in the south of France, where he 
became friends with the poet André Verdet. The painter 
only stayed there for eight months, prevented from 
painting, he said, by the light of the south.
Zéna and Robert Helman became naturalised French 
citizens on 15 July 1950. Zéna joined the French National 
Centre for Scientific Research as a research associate at 
the Hôpital Sainte-Anne in the electroencephalography 
department.

ROBERT HELMAN’S PIVOTAL ENCOUNTERS AS AN 
ARTIST
Robert Helman’s first monograph was published in 
1951 by Les Gémeaux as part of a collection entitled 
“Les Artistes du temps présent” written by Jean Bouret. 
In 1952, the painter met the Italian art critic Giuseppe 
Marchiori who organised a solo exhibition for him at the 
Galleria Sandri in Venice.
Robert Helman and his son Henri travelled to Canada 
in 1953. Robert’s parents had moved there after the war 
and the artist wanted to be with his father, who was 
undergoing an operation at the time. In Montreal, Robert 
met the collectors Romeck and Lorette Shefner, who 
would acquire many of Robert Helman’s works over the 
next thirty years, creating the largest body of his work in 
Canada. The painter also had numerous solo exhibitions 
in Canada.
Robert Helman met Alexander and Stella Margulies 
in 1955 through his friend Emmanuel Mané-Katz. The 
prominent London collectors would make annual 
acquisitions of Robert’s work for more than fifteen 
years. In the same year, Robert Helman participated 
in the Salon de Mai and took part in group exhibitions 
at the Galerie Charpentier and Galerie 73 in Paris. Jean 
Cocteau – a friend of the artist – bought one of his works, 
saying: “Your canvas is a landscape where nature and the 
mind have intimately entwined their essential rhythms.” 
Robert Helman also met the gallery owner Henri Bénézit, 
who showed his work on many occasions.
In 1958, Robert Helman moved into the former studio of 
his friend, the painter Óscar Domínguez, at 83 Boulevard 
du Montparnasse. During the same period, he became 
friends with the art critic Pierre Restany, who helped to 
promote his work in France and Italy. In October 1959, 
Robert Helman’s second monograph was published by 
Georges Fall as part of a collection entitled “Le musée de 
poche” written by Philippe Soupault. The Tate Gallery in 
London acquired a work by Robert Helman in that same 
year.
In 1961, Robert Helman met the dealer Gualtieri di San 
Lazzaro, who would become a friend and show his work 
at the Galerie du XXème Siècle.
The dealer Beno d’Incelli showed Helman’s artwork many 
times at his Paris gallery from 1962 onwards, alongside 
works by Jean Dubuffet, Jean Fautrier, André Lanskoy 

and Serge Poliakoff. In 1963, the artist developed a 
relationship with Jean Bauchet, the owner of the Moulin-
Rouge and several casinos. An art connoisseur, Bauchet 
built up the largest collection of Robert Helman’s work 
in France. Helman also met Harrison and Sonia Eiteljorg 
– American patrons of the arts whose collection would 
form the Indianapolis Museum of Art – who acquired 
many of the painter’s works. From 1964 onwards, the 
painter’s artworks were regularly exhibited at the Galerie 
Renée Laporte alongside works by artists such as Olivier 
Debré, Ladislas Kijno, André Marfaing and Joseph Sima.

THE ARTIST’S STUDIO IN CHAMPAGNE
In 1962, Robert Helman visited the Champagne region 
of France with his friend, the painter Albert Bitran, who 
wanted to buy a house there. Helman fell in love with the 
forest of Othe, which reminded him of landscapes from 
his childhood on the banks of the Danube. He bought a 
property in the region, which became his summer studio 
and then his main residence towards the end of his life.
In 1966, Helman met the art dealer Allan Rich who invited 
him to participate in the opening of his new gallery – the 
Stewart-Verde Gallery – in San Francisco. Robert Helman 
then travelled to Mexico where he discovered wood bark 
paper, the ideal material for an artist inspired by nature 
and the forest in particular. He brought a hundred leaves 
of bark paper back to France and used them for a series 
of works on trees.
Robert Helman then moved into the former studio of 
the painter Antoni Clavé at 45 Rue Boissonade – in the 
14th arrondissement of the French capital – which he 
occupied until the end of his life. He left his former Paris 
studio at 83 Boulevard du Montparnasse to his son Henri, 
who was then a film student at the Louis-Lumière film 
school.
In 1969, the Museum of Modern Art in Tel Aviv dedicated 
a retrospective exhibition to Helman’s work with a 
catalogue containing texts by Philippe Soupault, Jacques 
Lassaigne, Giuseppe Marchiori, Georges Boudaille and 
Pierre Restany. During this stay in Israel, the artist created 
a series of tapestries which he exhibited in New York at 
the Greer Gallery in 1972. Helman created a second series 
of tapestries in 1973 at the Aubusson tapestry workshop.
In 1975, a third monograph devoted to Helman and 
written by Max-Pol Fouchet was published by Cercle 
d’Art. In 1981, the artist met the German gallery owner 
Wolfgang Gunther who gave him the opportunity to 
exhibit his work regularly in Germany for many years. 
In 1983, Robert Helman had his first major retrospective 
exhibition at the Orangerie de Bagatelle in Paris, 
organised by Françoise Marquet, curator at the Musée 
d’Art Moderne in Paris.
Robert Helman lost his left eye while opening a bottle of 
champagne at the age of 73 in 1983. Greatly impaired by 
the surgical procedures that followed, the artist resumed 
painting a few months later – once again depicting suns, 



a theme of his early works. In 1987, the painter received 
the art historian Lydia Harambourg at his studio as she 
was preparing her Dictionnaire des peintres de l’École de 
Paris, which was published in 1993.
In 1988, Robert Helman took up permanent residence 
in his house in Champagne, where he created metal 
sculptures that were then exhibited at the Galerie 
Michèle Heyraud and the Galerie La Pochade in Paris. 
The following year, Helman signed a contract with the 
Galerie Eterso in Cannes, which bought some of his 
artworks and showed them alongside works by Olivier 
Debré, Hans Hartung and Gérard Schneider.
On 9 February 1990, the artist Robert Helman celebrated 
his 80th birthday at the Fondation Cartier pour l’Art 
Contemporain at the invitation of the foundation’s 
director Marie-Claude Beaud. Robert Helman died on 7 
November 1990 at his home in Champagne, France.
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