Exhibition
STEFAN NORBLIN (1892–1952). A MASTER OF MANY ARTS
3 September – 9 October 2011

Regional Museum in Stalowa Wola, ul. Sandomierska 1
outdoor exhibits, ul. Staszica 14

In post-war Poland, this is the first presentation of the work of Stefan Norblin, the descendant of a family prominent in arts and industries, an extremely popular artist in pre-war Poland, who subsequently won recognition in India as a painter and designer, and finally as a portraitist in the USA. 
The diverse, multifaceted work of an artist active on three continents, whom we are only rediscovering today, will be shown in three sections: Polish, Indian and American, corresponding to the fascinating vicissitudes of his life. 
Norblin and his wife, the actress Lena Żelichowska, were a very colourful couple in the artistic life of pre-war Poland’s capital. The artist showed his talent in a variety of creative endeavours: painting (portraits of politicians, military officials, theatre and film people), illustrating books and magazines, designing posters, advertisements, fashion and theatre costumes.

His versatile talent unexpectedly flourished in India (1941–46), where Norblin created frescoes and large canvas paintings to decorate several major modern residences (among them, the Umaid Bhawan Palace in Jodhpur, where he also designed the interiors and the furniture). As a result of these developments, Stefan Norblin left behind the largest collection of Polish art in Asia. In 1946, he moved to San Francisco, California, where he continued to paint portraits of well-known people until his tragic death.
The exhibition in Stalowa Wola shows Norblin as a master of several arts, often only remotely related. The works on display will include oil paintings, mostly portraits, as well as drawings, watercolours, posters, examples of illustrations and prints. Regrettably, relatively few works by this artist have survived in Polish collections, and most of them still require a considerable amount of preservation work. Norblin’s extremely prolific output during the pre-war period left traces in the press, in reproductions and archived materials. His canvas and wall paintings in India are consistently renovated by Polish conservators. 

What will be shown for the first time ever are his paintings brought over from California (courtesy of Mr Andrew Norblin, the artist’s son, and The Polish Arts and Culture Foundation). Another surprise is a presentation of paintings and interior designs from India, specially loaned for this exhibition by His Highness Gaj Singh II, Maharaja of Jodhpur: the large canvases are seldom exhibited at venues other than the Umaid Bhawan Palace, which they were painted to embellish.
The exhibition in Stalowa Wola will be opened for one month, providing the only opportunity to see it in Poland. Toward the end of the year it is going to be transferred to New Delhi and Mumbai, India. 
The display at the museum is going to be complemented by a presentation of OUTDOOR EXHIBITS relevant to Stefan Norblin’s work in India. The artist’s major projects completed in the palaces of maharajas will be shown on large-size prints. 

Exhibition Curator: Anna Szlązak

The exhibition is accompanied by a bilingual catalogue, in Polish and English.
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STEFAN NORBLIN, b. 29 June 1892 Warsaw, Poland – d. 12 August 1952 San Francisco, California.

Born Juliusz Stefan Norblin de la Gourdaine, he was a son of the Warsaw industrialist Stanisław Ignacy Norblin and a great-great-grandson of Jan Piotr Norblin (Jean-Pierre Norblin de La Gourdaine), a prominent Polish painter of French origin.

Stefan Norblin’s life was affected by the major historical developments of the 20th century: Poland’s restored independence (1918), the outbreak of World War II (1939), and emigration, first to India, then to the United States, and its consequences. 

In 1910, after graduating from the Higher Institute of Commerce in Antwerp, he started working for a paper milling company. His true passion, however, was art: he began to draw, first caricatures and portraits, which resulted in his first exhibition at the Memling Gallery in Amsterdam (1913). He also visited Paris and London at the time, where he made numerous illustrations, using the pseudonym ‘Count von Luxemburg’. 

In 1920, during the Polish-Russian War, Norblin joined the army. He attended the Peace Conference in Riga as an interpreter (as he was fluent in several languages). Back in Poland, he took an active part in the life of Warsaw’s intellectual and artistic elites. His first wife was the actress Maria Modzelewska. In 1933, he married Lena Żelichowska, a dancer at the National Theatre and a popular film actress. 

Norblin’s work as an artist in Poland coincided with the rebirth of the nation’s culture after the country regained its independence in 1918. This was a period of rapid economic and cultural development, paralleled by a search for a national style. Norblin’s activity blended perfectly with the cultural context of the time, and his style of choice, Art Déco, became the synonym of the fashion and taste of those years. Life in the capital between the wars abounded in artistic events. His creative versatility – as a painter, portraitist, illustrator, and also a designer in such areas as interior decoration and architecture, advertising, fashion, or theatre costume – made Norblin one of Poland’s most sought-after artists of the period. 

During World War II, in 1941, via Romania, Turkey and Iraq, the Norblins reached India, where the artist had the opportunity to show the full extent of his talent. He decorated and designed the interiors of palace residences, and painted impressive murals, skilfully combining Indian tradition with what was the predominant painting style of Western Europe at the time. Norblin also painted portraits of the owners of these residences. 
His first commission in India came in 1943, to decorate the interiors of a palace residence in the town of Morvi (Morbi), and subsequently another palace in Patna. The success of these projects enabled him to have his individual exhibition in the Sir Cowasji Jehangir Hall in Bombay (Mumbai) in 1944. The same year, the Norblins’ son, Andrzej Piotr, was born (now a prominent guitarist in the USA). Another commission, a major one, came from Jodhpur in Rajasthan. In a newly-built palace called Umaid Bhawan, he designed new furniture and painted large murals and pictures in oils, and also decorated a hunters’ lodge at Sardar Samand Lake (known as Sardar Samand Palace). 

In 1946 Stefan Norblin and his wife moved to the United States with their son, making a new home just outside San Francisco. The artist received some commissions for portraits and also worked for a decorator.  

Unfortunately, progressive loss of sight finally led him to take his own life in 1952. Most of the artist’s works in the USA have been destroyed or dispersed.
