
ROGER	DE	MONTEBELLO	

	

Type	the	name	Roger	de	Montebello	into	Google	Search,	and	what	do	you	get?		References,	

inter	alia,	to	obscure	champagne	houses,	Parisian	boulevards	and	the	odd	Vietnamese	Dog-

handlers’	Association.		About	Roger	himself,	however,	there	is	nary	a	peep.			

	

Strange,	 this,	given	the	artist’s	 rapidly	growing	reputation	 in	 the	contemporary	art	scene.		

He	is	represented	by	notable	galleries	in	Paris	and	New	York,	and	has	an	agent	in	London.		

He	has	held	solo	exhibitions	in	New	York	(1993	and	1999),	Venice	(1995)	and	Paris	(2002)	as	

well	as	group	shows.		His	paintings	sell	hot	off	the	easel	to	those	in	the	know.		And	he	has	

elicited	praise	 from	collectors	and	sources	as	diverse	as	Michael	Palin,	and	 renowned	art	

historian	and	member	of	the	Académie	Française,	René	Huygues.		According	to	Palin,	in	his	

recent	 BBC	 television	 documentary	 on	 The	 Ladies	who	 Loved	Matisse,	Montebello	 is	 the	

Matisse	 of	 his	 time,	 and	 the	 artist	 we	 should	 all	 be	 collecting.	 	 So	 who	 is	 Roger	 de	

Montebello,	and	why	have	we	in	London	not	heard	of	him?	

	

Roger	de	Montebello	was	born	in	Paris	in	1964,	and	started	painting	at	the	age	of	17.		He	

fights	shy	of	publicity,	and	of	association	with	his	illustrious	and	colourful	family,	ennobled	

by	Napoleon	for	military	services	rendered.	Roger’s	grandfather	-	also	called	Roger	–		was	a	

portrait	 painter,	 art	 critic	 and	 inventor	 who,	 with	 his	 wife,	 experimented	 with	 the	 early	

development	of	3-D	photography.		His	wife,	for	her	part,	was	a	descendant	of	the	Marquis	

de	 Sade,	 and	 grand-daughter	 of	 the	 woman	 who	 inspired	 Proust’s	 Comtesse	 de	

Guermantes	 in	 A	 La	 Recherche	 du	 Temps	 Perdu.	 	 It	 is	 to	 Roger	 l’aîné’s	 son,	 however,	

Philippe	 de	Montebello,	 that	most	 of	 the	 aforementioned	 internet	 pages	 are	 dedicated.		

Philippe	 is	 the	 eminence	 grise	 of	 New	 York’s	 Metropolitan	 Museum	 of	 Art,	 a	 man	 of	

fearsome	 reputation,	 often	 criticised	 for	 his	 hostility	 to	 modern	 art.	 	 Ironically,	 it	 was	

Philippe	 who	 introduced	 his	 young	 nephew	 to	 the	 painting	 of	 Jackson	 Pollock,	 thereby	

setting	Roger	de	Montebello	on	his	path.	

	

Following	art	studies	at	the	Facultad	de	Bellas	Artes	 in	Seville	and	then	at	Harvard,	Roger	

settled	 in	 Venice	 in	 1992,	 where	 his	 studio	 overlooks	 the	 Grand	 Canal.	 	 His	 paintings,	

however,	 are	 almost	 all	 executed	 en	 plein	 air	 –	 in	 the	 manner	 of	 watercolourists	 –	



completed	in	one	session,	with	no	touching	up	in	the	studio.		Oil	on	small	panel	(usually	16	

x	 22cm)	 is	 his	 medium	 of	 choice,	 form,	 light	 and	 ambience	 conveyed	 with	 extreme	

economy	of	means.		Venice	has	provided	a	rich	source	of		inspiration,	giving	rise	to	various	

series:	buildings	 in	the	Zattere,	Arsenale	or	San	Marco;	 the	cypresses	of	San	Michele;	 the	

eagle	 of	 Burano.	 	 Sometimes	 buildings	 become	 abstractions,	 or	 are	 given	 the	 merest	

suggestion	of	form	suffused	in	mist;	at	other	times,	the	subject	is	depicted	with	alienating	

clarity	and	 immediacy,	 in	a	manner	reminiscent	of	de	Chirico.	Much	 is	made	of	reflection	

with	 its	 suggestion	of	 symmetry	and	completion.	The	ever-changing	effect	of	 light	on	sky	

and	 water	 remains	 a	 constant	 theme,	 with	 impressionistic	 cycles	 of	 subjects	 painted	 at	

different	times	of	day,	capturing	the	essence	of	the	moment.		Yet	despite	the	nod	to	Past	

Masters,	the	vision	remains	an	intensely	personal	one.	

	

If	the	popularity	of	the	Venice	paintings	comes	as	no	surprise	to	cynics,	a	less	obvious	hit,	

perhaps,	would	be	the	success	of	Montebello’s	current		oeuvre.		Montebello	has	spent	the	

last	two	summers	in	Spain,	on	the	bull-fighting	circuit.		Here,	enshrouding	mist	gives	way	to	

dazzling	 light;	 glassy	 stillness	 to	 swirling	 movement.	 	 Montebello’s	 corrida	 scenes	 are	

painted	in	real	time,	the	pressures	of	plein	air	painting	adding	to	the	drama	and	tension	of	

the	 scene.	 	 There	 is	 nothing	 sentimental	 or	 picturesque;	 even	 less	 of	 brutality.	 	 It	 is	 the	

elemental	relationship	between	man	and	beast,	the	mythological	resonances	going	back	to	

the	Mithraic	cult,	the	themes	of	life,	death	and	valour	that	the	artist	seeks	to	capture.		This	

daub	of	brown	is	the	bull.		That	dab	of	pink	is	the	cape.		Imagination	fills	the	gaps.		And	in	

between	 the	action,	 the	bullring	 itself	 is	 the	star,	 the	plaza	de	 toros,	a	monument	 to	 the	

values	Montebello	sees	as	the	essence	of	Spain.	

	

Plans	are	under	way	for	a	one-man	show	to	be	held	in	London	in	November.		The	highest	

price	achieved	for	a	Montebello	work	–		scene	of	Venice	in	oil	on	canvas,	measuring	150	x	

150cm	–	was	$12,000	in	New	York	(1999).			It	is	still	possible	to	purchase	Montebello’s	work	

at	 very	 reasonable	price,	most	 small	 tableaux	priced	at	around	£650.	 	But	 for	how	much	

longer?	
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