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On August 14, 1912, King Albert I of Belgium 
visited the Antwerp Stock Exchange, where 
the finer quotients of the city had assembled 
for a ceremonial reception in his honor. The 
king had barely begun his speech when a 
woman plunged through the glass ceiling 
above the crowd.1 Marthe Donas (1885–1967), 
twenty-six at the time, had snuck onto the 
upper floor of the stock exchange for a better 
view of the ceremony, neglecting to note the 
glass canopy underfoot. Miraculously, she 
sustained only a pair of broken wrists and a 
concussion in her fall, but the incident was 
nevertheless life altering: as she convalesced, 
Donas resumed the art classes she had aban-
doned as a teenager, broke off her engage-
ment, and embarked on a promising career 
as an artist.2 Yet if her accident diverted her 
from the conventional path that once lay 
ahead, it also proved inauspicious. Donas 
had broken the glass ceiling, but she broke it 
in the wrong direction. 

For a time at the start of her career, 
Donas was a member of the international 
avant-garde in Europe. She was promoted 
by Der Sturm (The Storm) gallery in Berlin 

Marthe Donas’s Tactility
joanna fiduccia

and included in the 1920 exhibition of 
the Section d’Or in Paris, mentored by 
Alexander Archipenko and praised by Theo 
van Doesburg and Piet Mondrian, and fea-
tured on the covers of De Stijl and Mécano. 
Despite these successes, her career sputtered 
out in the early 1920s following a sequence of 
setbacks: a serious illness in 1921 and relapse 
in 1923, a marriage that drew her away from 
the company of other artists, and a surprise 
pregnancy that left Donas a new mother 
at age forty-five, at the very moment when 
she had resolved to resuscitate her art career. 
These events are the unexceptional accidents 
of life—the kind that befall many people but 
tend to impact more profoundly lives not 
annealed by the status conferred by wealth, 
maleness, and whiteness, especially in com-
bination. In Donas’s case, they marginalized 
her presence in art-historical accounts of the 
avant-garde. Yet they also made her a model 
protagonist in the story of modernism told 
by the collection that holds five of her works 
today: the Société Anonyme Collection at 
the Yale University Art Gallery. 

Under the steering hand of Katherine S. 
Dreier, who acquired Donas’s works from 
Herwarth Walden’s Der Sturm in the early 
1920s, the Société Anonyme, Inc., pursued a  
pedagogical mission as well as a persuasive 
line: to initiate middle-class Americans in  
the advanced art of the age by presenting the 

Fig. 1. Marthe Donas, Still Life with Bottle and Cup, 
1917. Collage; lace, sandpaper, cloth, netting, and paint 
on composition board, 20⅞ × 15 3⁄16 in. (53 × 38.6 cm). 
Yale University Art Gallery, Gift of Collection Société 
Anonyme, 1941.429
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“most complete and most representative 
expression of the various modern move-
ments.”3 The organization, founded in 1920 
by Dreier, Marcel Duchamp, and Man Ray, 
aimed to demonstrate to the American public 
that European modernism was not the labor 
of a few apostates and innovators, but rather 
the work of a whole generation of artists. “It 
is the ‘many’ who create a movement,” Dreier 
wrote in 1950, “not the isolated leaders.”4 The 
Société Anonyme’s rhetoric was collectivity, 
not exceptionality, and this accounts for the 
collection’s breadth, rich holdings of women 
artists, and international scope. The organiza-
tion aimed at a polyphonic presentation of 
modernism as a group effort.5 

Modernist originality, achieved through 
common striving: such an account makes 
the figures at the fringes of the canon, Donas 
among them, most critical to Dreier’s repre-
sentation of modernism. Dreier conceived 
of the movement as made out of the “many,” 
produced by an impulse shared across a 
broad cohort of artists. Instead of presenting 
modernism as the result of a great rupture 
with convention, the Société Anonyme pro-
posed aesthetic advancements made through 
smaller breaks and deviances; and instead of 
lauding a few great renegades for their once-
and-for-all rejection of an aesthetic norm, it 
collected artists whose lives were patterned 
with interruptions and swerves, some artistic 
and others quotidian.6 Most lives, after all, are 
full of interruptions.7 They structure careers; 
they are the mark of a shared vulnerability 
and encounter with the world. Interruptions 
also have much to tell about the art-historical 
constitution of modernism itself. “The qual-
ity of a cut . . . indicates qualities of the given 
material,” wrote Richard Shiff in his phenom-
enological account of modernist painting and 
collage.8 How might we understand this state-
ment, not only as an observation about the 
physicality of modern artworks but also as a 
claim for modernism as a whole? This would 
be a modernism whose qualities are revealed 
through attention to its interruptions, to the 
shape and concerns of its fringes.   

As a guiding motif for the Société 
Anonyme’s alternative account of modern-
ism, the interruption—or, in visual terms, 
the cut—is distinct from the definitive and 
unambiguous terms of modernist rupture, on 
the one hand, and from the meaning-making 
sutures of montage on the other. To see the 
cut in all its subtlety and ambivalence, one 
need only examine the works by Donas in 
the Société Anonyme Collection. The com-
positions in her collages and paintings from 
the late 1910s, such as Still Life with Bottle 
and Cup (fig. 1), are generated from cuts 
in material and style, which transform the 
objects passing through them. Though her 
pictorial idiom is cubist, Donas pursued a 
different operation from those theorized in 
major accounts of Cubist collage: rather  
than seek to sublate the opposition between 
the literal and depicted surfaces, Donas 
emphasized texture as the orchestrator  
of perception.9 

Texture was a vital quality for interwar 
advanced culture.10 As theorized by Filippo 
Tommaso Marinetti, Vladimir Markov, 
László Moholy-Nagy, and others, tactil-
ity emerged in those years as an alternative 
form of communication or as an ur-language 
shared between artistic media and practices. 
Both of these capacities were foregrounded 
in Duchamp’s highly particular installation 
design for the inaugural exhibition of the 
Société Anonyme in 1920. Duchamp lined 
the floors in gray industrial rubber, papered 
the walls with pale-blue oilskin, and hung 
each painting atop a lace doily—a combina-
tion of materials that frustrated the viewers’ 
ability to determine the gendering or class 
associations of the exhibition space.11 Yet 
these textured materials also offered a way for 
visitors to encounter the artworks intimately 
through their appeal to touch. This appeal 
to tactile values can be seen in Donas’s early 
works as well. They encode in formal terms 
the Société Anonyme’s historiographical 
value: its capacity to describe modernism as a 
collective movement made out of, and not in 
spite of, interruptions.

The first phase of Donas’s career was 
marked by discontinuities and changes of 
direction. After her family home in Antwerp, 
Belgium, was half-destroyed in the German 
invasion in the fall of 1914, Donas moved to 
Dublin, where she joined the stained-glass 
studio of Sarah Purser. Following the Easter 
Rising in 1916, Donas relocated again, first 
to the English coast and then to Paris. That 
winter an exhibition of André Lhote’s work 
“won her over completely to Cubism,” as 
she reported in her autobiographical notes, 
and she began taking classes with him in 
February 1917.12 By the spring, Donas was 
in Nice, where she met Archipenko, who 
became her foremost champion. In a letter 
to Walden in 1919, Archipenko urged the 
gallerist to exhibit Donas’s works, describ-
ing her as “the very talented modern painter 
‘Tour Donas’” and adding, “he is my best 
student.”13 (Tour Donas, in fact, was one of 
a series of pseudonyms that Donas adopted 
in the late 1910s to dissimulate her gender.) 
This introduction led to Donas’s exhibition 
at Der Sturm in the summer of 1920 and, 
ultimately, to Dreier’s acquisition of Donas’s 
works through the gallery.14

Archipenko held critical importance for 
Donas’s career and her investigation of the 
human figure, yet estimations of his influ-
ence have overshadowed discoveries Donas 
made independently in the late 1910s. In 1917 
Archipenko was occupied with his “sculpto-
paintings,” panels that he barnacled with 
wood and sheet metal, and painted by turns 
to emphasize and to suppress their real pro-
jections into space (fig. 2). For Archipenko, 
the novelty of the sculpto-paintings lay 
in their capacity to synthesize the painted 
ground with these projections. Sculpto-
painting amounted to an entirely new art, he 
explained, “due to its specific interdependen-
cies of relief, concave or perforated forms, 
colors and texture. . . . No boundary can be 
drawn between color and real form because 
esthetically and technically they are recipro-
cally integrated.”15 It is generally accepted 
that this body of work galvanized Donas’s 

production, encouraged her more experimen-
tal use of materials, and inspired her depic-
tion of figures interpenetrated by cavities and 
analyzed into tubular or conical forms.16 Yet 
while Archipenko sought a middle course 
between two- and three-dimensional work, 
Donas remained invested in the problems of 
surface. In 1917 and 1918, that preoccupation 
intensified: Donas worked with shaped can-
vases and scored sections of her paintings to 
generate the illusion of brushed metal, fiber, 
and fringe—a technique that simultaneously 
solicited tactile engagement and reinscribed 
the planar aspect of the painting. Whereas 
Archipenko used smooth materials that could 

Fig. 2. Alexander Archipenko, Woman at Her Toilet 
(Woman before Mirror), 1916. Oil on wood, sheet 
metal, and cardboard, mounted on wood panel,  
33⅞ × 25⅜ × 2 in. (86 × 64.5 × 5 cm). Tel Aviv 
Museum of Art
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be dissimulated or “reciprocally integrated” 
into the ground, Donas began to incorporate 
into her paintings textiles that echoed their 
substrate: lace, mesh, burlap, linen—all ava-
tars for the canvas.17 

Still Life with Bottle and Cup (see fig. 1) 
includes no fewer than seven different fabrics 
in addition to a narrow strip of sandpaper. A 
green glass bottle stands alongside a teacup, 
book, and carafe on a wooden table that is 
draped with lace runners. Two collaged mate-
rials reach into the contours of the bottle: a 
cloth patterned with a subtle wave that emu-
lates the grain of a wooden tabletop, and a 
textured fabric in the rich red of a mahogany 
chair. Both have been overpainted in the 
emerald hue of the bottle, so that the viewer 
seems to see through the glass to the far edge 
of the table and the curved chairback placed 
behind it. These two collaged materials 
appear both “before” and “behind” the bot-
tle; first pasted down and then overpainted, 
they are both the temporal and spatial ante-
cedents of the bottle. Other textiles, however, 
sit alongside it, neither ground nor cover. A 
panel of canvas with a loosely painted blue 
floral motif and a swath of lace, cut to the 
precise contour of the bottle, adjoin seam- 
to-seam the wavy and red textiles. Contrary 
to the art historian Herta Wescher’s claim 
that Donas’s “objects virtually dissolve in the 
veil-like weaves of the cloths,” this collage 
both asserts the contours of the still-life 
objects and renders them transparent to each 
other—not despite, but because of their 
overlap.18 This point is most elaborately made 
in the region of the work without any objects 
whatsoever, in the lower-left corner where a 
lace panel lies on top of a scrap of burlap, 
both of which have been painted with high-
lights and shadows to mark the edge of the 
table (fig. 3). The fabrics play simultaneously 
table and runner, local color and texture, 
ground and grid, or magnified canvas weave 
and schematizated brushstroke—depending 
on whether the viewer reads their shape, 
color, texture, or everyday function as their 
primary feature.  

Moreover, the tactile values in Donas’s 
work never assert the simple facticity of the 
surface of the painting or the solidity of the 
still-life objects. Consider Still Life (fig. 4): 
A vertical seam divides the composition, 
aligning the cuts of collaged fabrics, split-
ting planes of color and various modes of 
depiction. At the center of the work, the line 
bisects a pale green vase and a line drawing of 
a lamp. A third object, a butter-yellow lamp 
base shaped like a chess pawn, is superim-
posed on these two objects, and all three are 
gathered in an ellipse formed by two more 
collage materials: a curved band of ribbed 
cloth and two scraps of the reddish textured 
fabric from Still Life with Bottle and Cup, 
suggesting the bottom edge of a lampshade 
and the lip of a table. At the very center, the 
vertical seam dissipates; all three objects—the 
vase, lamp, and base—become wholly trans-
parent to each other, an effect that activates 
the two textiles on either side of this zone, 
rendering them even more substantial. 

Transparency, in fact, is a radically  
unstable and destabilizing quality in Donas’s 
works from this period. The objects in her 
compositions elude the viewer’s grasp, or  
her compositions render that grasp of the 
object ambivalent. In Still Life with Coffee  
Pot (fig. 5), the viewer alternates between  
a tactile understanding of the still life and a  
conceptual distillation of its components—
directed, as one reviewer commented in 1923, 
to “the evocation of an idea superior to the 
material object she wants to present.”19 To 
understand this interplay between ideal and 
tactile form, one needs a conception of tactility 
that accounts for both its sensuous, mimetic 
nature and its role in generating unified men-
tal conceptions of objects as distinct bodies. 
Touch has frequently been understood as an 
agent of reciprocity, a sense that dissolves the 
distinctions between the toucher and the 
touched.20 But as the philosopher Edith 
Wyschogrod noted, the tactile sensation itself 
has a wandering quality. While “I” am always 
present in the sensation of touching, precisely 
where I am is mobile; I am present in the expe-

rience, less “as an inert subject [than] as an 
origin of activity, as an ever-changing but uni-
fied whole.”21 Because of this mobility, what 
Wyschogrod called the “tactile body” provides 
the foundation for a theory of sense. This the-
ory conceives of the sensing self not in opposi-
tion to the world, standing apart from it at the 
receiving station of sensory information, but as 
something that comes into being alongside the 
world and in proximity to it: a body that 
resolves into an “I” only through its contact 
with other things. Donas’s early works stage 
this becoming-in-proximity, transforming each 

moment of division or cut in the composition 
into a place of communication between tactile 
contact and mental act. One is never ulterior 
to the other, nor are they ever merged into an 
image of total contact or indifferentiation. 

By representing a piecemeal approach to 
the subject, a refusal of visual primacy, and 
an appeal to a common ground between 
internal bodily experience and bodily  

Fig. 3. Detail of fig. 1, showing the lower-left corner of 
Still Life with Bottle and Cup
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gestures, tactility suggests an encounter with 
the artwork that is, as Shiff has remarked 
about modernist touch as a whole, “more 
social and shared than individual.”22 If this is 
so, it is not merely because a sense of com-
monality is bound to spread from work to 
beholder, from beholder to other people, but 

because tactile qualities in an artwork alert 
the beholder to a combination of fellow- 
feeling and distinction that is integral to  
collective experience. This combination is 
central to the Société Anonyme’s presentation 
of modernism as a movement composed of 
many breaks with convention and many lives 
that sustained their own distinctive, some-
times devastating interruptions. 

In a letter to van Doesburg in 1920, 
Donas wrote admiringly of his work’s purity 
and simplicity but expressed doubt in its 

timeliness: “Isn’t this going too fast? This art 
will only be good in a few centuries, once 
the world has understood that it, too, is 
part of the unity, that each individual is not 
a personality but also a part of the group, 
that there is solidarity among all things and 
that we are infinite.”23 Donas foresaw this 
unification with others and with the world, 
but she nevertheless believed it was a long 
way off. Until that moment, centuries in the 
future, solidarity would have to be expressed 
through heterogeneity and discontinuity. 

Radiating from the interruption, the objects 
in her paintings come into themselves just 
as we come into ourselves: vulnerable to 
what touches us, but oriented by how we 
make contact. 

Fig. 5. Marthe Donas, Still Life with Coffee Pot,  
ca. 1917–18. Oil on composition board, 20 5⁄16 × 15 in. 
(51.6 × 38.1 cm). Yale University Art Gallery, Gift of 
Collection Société Anonyme, 1941.430 

Fig. 4. Marthe Donas, Still Life, 1917–18. Oil and col-
lage on cardboard, 20 11⁄16 × 15¾ in. (52.5 × 40 cm). 
Private collection
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