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Full (original) name: Moishe Zakharovich Shagal

Born: July 7, 1887

Died: March 28, 1985

Marc Chagall was a man of many talents. He was poetic, musical, passionate, 
loving, kind, loyal, mysterious, funny, optimistic, curious, unusual, thoughtful, 
expressive, and dedicated to telling stories through his art in a way that was 
completely unique. No other artist before or since has ever made art the way Marc 
Chagall made art. He was a poet with imagery.

What made his art so different? Maybe it was the way he blended together reality 
and fantasy. His art blurred the lines between dreams and memories. His art 
dances along the boundary between Symbolism and Surrealism. Chagall also 
developed a signature style using bright gem colored shapes with expressive line 
work– creating a new and crazy mixture of Cubism and Fauvism. Chagall was an 
artist during a very exciting time in art history... it was the birth of Modernism. The 
old rules of painting were being tossed aside in favor of exploring new ideas.

His completely unique and original view of the world probably began way back 
when he was a boy growing up in Russia. His father worked a fishmonger and his 
mother sold groceries from their home. Little Moishe (who hadn’t yet changed his 
name to Marc) was fascinated by the world of performing arts. As a child he 
wanted to be a singer, dancer, violinist, and a poet.

Chagall’s childhood was a happy one. He was the oldest of 9 children! As a boy, 
he loved stories. The themes from these stories and his favorite folk tales along 
with fond memories from his hometown and dreams from youth became important 
elements in his art for many years to come! 

Marc Chagall

Chagall was not around art as a child. When he first saw a classmate drawing, he was in total awe! He couldn’t believe his eyes. Chagall 
immediately began drawing and painting, and he fell in love with art. A few years later when Marc told his parents that he wanted to be an artist, 
they were concerned. It wasn’t a very practical choice for a young man in Russia at the time. But his mother believed in his vision enough to take 
him to the local art school. She showed the instructor Marc’s whimsical and imaginative paintings, and the art teacher agreed that Marc had a 
future as a painter! His family had no money to send him to art school, but the teacher saw potential in him, and paid for his tuition. 

In 1910 Moishe traveled to Paris and changed his name to Marc. He loved being part of the vibrant art scene in Paris. He loved the conversations 
with other painters, feeling like he belonged, and the light! Chagall LOVED the vibrant color and lights of the city. He traveled back to Russia to 
attend his sister’s wedding, and while he was home WWI broke out and prevented him from going back to Paris. He remained in Russia for the 
next 8 years! During that time he married his wife Bella. They had a baby girl and his new family inspired him to create happy and delightful art. 
Eventually they moved to Paris together, but needed to leave again when WWII began. Because they were Jewish, it was not safe for them to 
stay in Europe, so they left for America. While in America, his wife became ill and she passed away. It was a sad time for Chagall and he didn’t 
paint for months! Eventually, he moved back to France and resumed his art, and 8 years later he remarried. He spent the rest of his life continuing 
to create art and branching out to explore new mediums... including costume and set design and even stained glass windows!
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Honors and accolades
1977 was a big year for Marc Chagall. At the age of 90, 
he was awarded France’s highest accolade – the Grand Medal of 
the Legion of Honor. 

Later that year he attended a retrospective exhibition of his life’s 
work at the Louvre in Paris. It is very rare for the Louvre to exhibit 
work of an artist who is still alive, so as Chagall became part of a 
very elite group of artists to enjoy this sensational opportunity. 
Imagine his delight as he strolled through the museum admiring a 
lifetime of art he created.
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How Chagall’s Jewish heritage inspired his art

He was born and raised in Vitebsk (now in modern day 
Belarus), and he lived in a segregated Jewish community. 
Jewish people were prohibited from living in central Russia. 
Their community was very poor, and people worked hard 
just to survive. Not only was art a lavish luxury, but some in 
the Jewish community considered it a crime to be creative 
this way. Making art was not allowed.

But luckily for Chagall, his family was a happy one and they 
always had stories to tell and food to eat. Event though they 
didn’t quite understand it, they supported his art. Unlike 
other artists who painted the world around them in a realistic 
way, Chagall spent his life painting the memories and stories 
from his childhood– many of them relating directly to his 
Jewish heritage and cultural identity.

Marc Chagall has been called  "the quintessential Jewish artist of the twentieth century." Looking back at 
history and considering when and where he was from, it’s astonishing that his art career ever happened at all!

Marc Chagall, The Fiddler, 1912
The fiddler on the roof was a recurring theme in 
Chagall’s art. These paintings were the inspiration 
for the title and the look and feel of the famous 
Broadway musical, ‘The Fiddler on the Roof.’

There are many books and resources filled with additional 
information on the subject, like these!
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Chagall’s thoughts on art, in his own words

In 1923 Chagall published his 
autobiography, My Life.

Art seems to me to be 
a state of soul more 
than anything else.

In our life 
there is a 
single color, as 
on an artist’s 
palette, which 
provides the 
meaning of life 
and art. It is 
the color of 
love. 

When I am finishing a picture, I hold some 
God-made object up to it - a rock, a flower, 
the branch of a tree or my hand - as a final 
test. If the painting stands up beside a thing 
man cannot make, the painting is authentic. If 
there’s a clash between the two, it’s bad art. 

Love and fantasy 
go hand in hand. Work isn't to make 

money; you work to 
justify life.



Marc Chagall’s
Fantastical Dreamscapes

TheStudio

August 2019

ART HIST   RY KIDS
with

A R T  M O V E M E N T S

21

Cubism+Symbolism+Fauvism+Surrealism 
Wow, that’s a lot of -isms. Chagall’s art defied the parameters of any one art movement, and he created 
his own unique style that combined all four of these. Ultimately, Chagall was a Modernist. 

Chagall was called the ’Godfather of Surrealism’ by André 
Breton – the artist who began the Surrealist movement. 
Surrealism is a movement all about fantasies, imagination, 
and the dreaming world... all the things Chagall loves best.

Fauvists used color in shocking ways. Instead of 
describing how the object looked in reality, color was 
used to explain a feeling. What do you think it means 
when someone has a green face?

Chagall dabbled in the cubist ideas of deconstructing 
images and using geometric shapes, but eventually 
moved away from Cubism. He said, “Let them eat their 
fill of their square pears on their triangular tables!”

Symbolism is when an artist uses an image to (secretly) 
mean something else, and Chagall uses it everywhere in his 
art. One particular image to look for is a fish. He included 
fish in his paintings as a tribute to his father.

Cubism Symbolism

Fauvism Surrealism
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Line
In The Blue Circus, Chagall gives us little 
glimpses into the magical and surreal world 
on display during a circus performance. 

There are lots of different things to look at 
here, and this painting certainly shows 
Chagall’s skill at creating a dynamic compo-
sition that’s full of motion, but also perfectly 
balanced.

But a truly remarkable element in 
this art is Chagall’s use of line. Use 
your finger to follow along some of the black 
lines that outline the different people and 
animals in this painting.

Notice where the line gets thinner and where 
it gets thicker.

Look at how he uses line to show patterns 
on the acrobat’s clothings, and in the leaf 
motif and fan design at the bottom of the 
canvas.

These lines are all expressive and energetic. 
They help to define the edges of the imagery 
in the art, but they are much more than just 
borders that separate each element.

Imagine this painting without lines. What if it 
was just colorful shapes and areas of 
shading. How would it feel different? When 
you use line work in your art think about the 
qualities of the line work here, and if it will 
help you to tell your story, take inspiration 
from Chagall’s art and incorporate expres-
sive lines as an element in your art!
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Color
Let’s talk about the way Chagall uses color in his paintings.
He thought a lot about color in his art, and each color was chosen inten-
tionally. During different phases in his life, he used different colors, but we 
can see a few common themes at work throughout most of his life.

Chagall loved deeply saturated and bold colors. Many times they sparkle 
like gemstones– filling the canvas with ruby red, emerald green, sapphire 
blue, and amethyst purple. Sometimes he places complimentary colors 
next to each other so they will look more vibrant and bold (like the red and 
green in the painting above). Remember, complimentary colors are red and 
green, blue and orange, and purple and yellow. These are the colors that 
are across from each other on the color wheel.

Other times, Chagall uses lots of variations of the same color- making his 
paintings almost monochromatic. Sometimes he sticks to just warm colors 
(red, orange, and yellow) or just cool colors (blue, green, and purple), letting 
the colors help him to express a feeling in his art. Chagall uses art in lots of 
interesting ways, and gives us lots to think about! 

The color
wheel

[Top] This is a painting of Chagall’s memories of his village as a 
child. Some people call it a narrative self portrait. The houses and 
church at the top right represent his hometown. (Look at how the 
woman and two of the houses are upside down!) The man with 
the green face may be Chagall. In the center we can see a hand 
holding a blooming branch. There’s a circular form that some 
people say is a bouncing ball. A solitary woman is milking a cow. 
There are symbols from folk stories woven all throughout the art.

[Bottom] In Chagall’s hometown, people would often gather in 
song and dance. This was a common way for the community to 
celebrate a marriage, mourn a death, or unite in their faith. In 
Jewish culture, the violinist plays an important roll. Music and 
dance are an important part of ceremonies and festivals. 
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Shape
Shapes are everywhere in Chagall’s art– especially the 
Cubist inspired pieces. Look at these paintings again and 
find as many shapes as you can. There are triangles, circles, 
squares and rectangles everywhere! Why do you think 
Chagall looked at objects in real life, and then translated 
them into shapes like this when he placed them on his 
canvas? How can you use shapes in fun and interesting 
ways in your artwork?

Now, let’s learn more about these two shape-filled 
paintings. In ‘Paris Through the Window,’ Chagall 
shows us his bright and colorful view! The parachutist 
might refer to the first successful jump that happened 
two years before this painting was created. This 
picture tells a story of optimism, the modern world, and 
wonderful opportunities. It’s a self portrait that shows 
how he feels like there are two versions of himself– 
Russian Chagall and French Chagall.

In Self-Portrait with Seven Fingers, Chagall paints a 
similar story. We see the Eiffel Tower through the 
window, which tells us he’s in Paris, but we see that 
he’s thinking about his homeland in Russia, and paint-
ing his memory on the canvas in front of him. So why 
seven fingers? The answer lies in a Yiddish folk expres-
sion– Mit alle zibn finger. Translated, it means: to do 
something (in this case painting) with all seven 
fingers... in other words, working as fast and as hard as 
you can.
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Rhythm and Movement

Here are some hints if 
you get stuck.

Look at the people in this 
art- especially their arms 
and legs. Does the trajecto-
ry of their limbs lead your 
eye around the canvas?

Look at the rooftops.

Look at the linear patterns 
made by the fences. 

What about the wooden 
posts that make up the 
fences?

What else can you find?

When people talk about rhythm and movement in art, you’ll often hear them using the words ‘static’ and 
‘dynamic.’ Static means stiff and motionless. Dynamic is the opposite! It’s energetic and lively.

So what is rhythm? Think about music. Rhythm is the same in art. It’s where you hear (or see) a steady 
beat, or a repeating pattern. What is movement? Movement is all about how the art flows and where 
your eye wanders when you look at the painting.

Let’s find some areas of rhythm and movement in this painting (where Chagall and his wife Bella magically 
float over their hometown). We’ll take the color away so we can really focus on the areas of rhythm and 
movement. Use a red marker to draw over the areas where you see rhythm. Use a blue marker to highlight 
the areas where you see movement.
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Pattern
In this painting, Chagall paints a memory of a very special birthday. Bella (his future wife) was secretly fond of 
Chagall. She asked around and found out when his birthday was, and then she visited him that day, bringing 
along food, flowers, and embroidered shawls. (These are the shawls that you see around the room.)

In this painting, Chagall shows us four different patterns in the textiles (including floral patterns and a paisley 
motif), but patterns can be found in other objects as well! Some of the patterns are simple and others are 
more intricate. Chagall’s use of pattern is specific and nostalgic. We can imagine these very shawls being 
important and sentimental objects that he looked upon often because they remind him of that very important 
birthday, and the love he shared with Bella.

“I had only to 
open my window, 
and blue air, love 
and flowers 
entered with her. 
Dressed all in 
white or in 
black, she has 
long been flying 
over my canvases 
guiding my art.”
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Folktales and Literature

“The stars were 
my best friends. 
The air was full 
of legends and 
phantoms, full 
of mythical and 
fairy tale 
creatures, which 
suddenly flew 
away over the 
roof, so that one 
was at one with 
the firmament.” 

In these two paintings, Chagall is showing us a scene from a story.

The stories and tales he heard as a child (and even the ones he read as an 
adult) became interesting ideas for him to explore in his art. 

Even if you haven’t heard Aesop’s fable about the hen who laid golden eggs, 
or Shakespeare’s play about a Midsummer Night’s Dream, you can start to get 
a feeling for the stories by looking at Chagall’s art. 

Are there any special stories or fairy tales that are especially important to you? 
Think about some of your favorite books, or legends that you love... this week 
you’ll choose one to explore in your artwork!
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Chagall painted images from stories he heard as a child. This week, think of folktale or fairy tale, or any 
kind of story you’ve heard from a book, and paint a scene from it! You don’t need to paint the whole 
story. Just focus on one image. If you know the story of A Midsummer Night’s Dream or The Hen with 
the Golden Eggs, you might even paint your own version of one of those!

In his painting with the hen, Chagall used a kind of paint called gouache. It’s a lot like watercolor, but it’s 
more opaque. That’s why you can see that the white paint is totally solid, and you can’t see through it 
like you can with watercolor. If you’d like to try using gouache this week, you can easily find it in most art 
and craft stores. Just mix it with a little water and use it like you would with watercolors! Experiment and 
have fun exploring a new medium.

Another fun addition you might consider to this week’s project is what you’ll paint on. When Chagall was 
just starting out, he didn’t have money for canvas. He painted on the backs of old tablecloths, sheets, 
and clothing! (Sometimes you can even see the faint pattern showing through.) If you have extra fabric 
scraps around the house, use them for your canvas just like Chagall did!

Some things to consider as 
you make your art...

Consider this:

Look back at some of the elements of art we 
studied in Chagall’s art. Choose one to focus 
on in your art this week. Think about what you 
are painting. How can you add to your story by 
intentionally using the elements of art?

Consider using line, color, shape, rhythm and 
movement, or pattern as an element in your 
art. Don’t try to use them all! Focus on one or 
maybe two if you really want to work in a 
second element. But when you’re just starting 
to think about these things in your art, keeping 
it simple in the beginning is usually best.

Start your own dream journal!
Have you ever kept a 
dream journal? If you 
usually remember your 
dreams, and you’d like to 
start recording them in 
images and/or words, pick 
up a blank notebook, or a 
special dream journal and 
keep it next to your bed. 

Right when you wake up in 
the morning, take a few 
minutes to capture your 
dreams while they are still 
fresh in your mind!


