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MUSIC WAS HIS FIRST PASSION

By age 10, Benny was an accom-
plished pianist. It was a talent that 

he enjoyed — and those around him ad-
mired — throughout his life. Even as a 
child, Benny’s family and friends would 
gather around as he played. 
%XW�%HQQ\�&RKQ¶V�RWKHU�WDOHQW�ZDV�¿UVW�

discovered when his parents found a draw-
ing he had created of seven French soldiers 
in elaborate dress uniforms. In the draw-
ings there were even more soldiers behind 

the original seven, all created from one of 
Benny’s toys. After seeing this, Benny’s 
parents encouraged the prodigy to pursue 
his talents.

Quickly, the world became Benny’s 
muse and his talents with paint and brush 
would take him around the world many 
times over. His skill as a portrait painter 
would pay his passage across the Atlan-
tic Ocean dozens of times. His talent as a 
trained muralist would allow him to travel 

Benny Collin Symphonic Style

“TKHVH� ��� SDLQWLQJV� KDYH� QR� OLWHUDU\� VXEMHFW�� WKH� SURSRUWLRQV� LQ� OLQH� DQG�
FRORU�GHFLGH�WKH�FRPSRVLWLRQ�DQG�KDYH�EHHQ�FDUULHG�WKURXJK�IURP�WKH�EHJLQ-
QLQJ�WR�WKH�FOLPD[��YHU\�PXFK�OLNH�D�PXVLFDO�FRPSRVLWLRQ�RQ�FDQYDV��DQG�WKH\�
KDYH�QR�RWKHU�SXUSRVH�WKDQ�WR�JLYH�\RX�SOHDVXUH�´

��%HQQ\�&ROOLQ��������%HOFRXUW�&DVWOH��5KRGH�,VODQG�GXULQJ�KLV�¿UVW�VKRZLQg of 
only his geometric abstracts. 
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DENMARK

As the War to End All Wars raged 
in lower Europe, a young Benny 

&RKQ�FRQWLQXHG�WR�SDLQW�DQG�¿QG�QHZ�DG-
mirers. Even as a teenager, his work im-
pressed many people within the Danish art 
scene, even catching the eye of a Danish 
King.

Benny was fortunate to study the arts 
along with his three siblings. Benny’s par-
ents, Ludvig Cohn and Marie Olsen, en-
couraged all of their children to study the 
arts, music and mathematics. Ludvig, a 
wholesale importer, understood Benny’s 
talent was something to be appreciated, 
though he would never know how all of the 
things he encouraged him to learn would 
culminate into Benny’s life’s work. 

In 1917, Benny, just 21, graduated from 
the Royal Academy of Art in Copenhagen, 
where he had entered as one of the young-
est artists ever to be accepted. It was there 
he honed his skills as a painter, delving 

into water colors and acrylics. He focused 
RQ�WKH�KXPDQ�¿JXUH�DV�ZHOO�DV�SUDFWLFLQJ�
sculpting and other artistic pursuits. While 
at the Academy, he was mentored by Joa-
kim Skovgaard, the great Danish muralist 

PARIS

Benny studied sculpture and paint-
ing in Rome at the Accademia di 

San Luca, but in Paris life and art imitated 
each other. France would become Benny’s 
home away from home.

The 1920s in Paris were particularly spe-
cial. Monet was still alive. Gertrude Stein 
walked her poodles along the Sein and be-
PRDQHG�WKH�/RVW�*HQHUDWLRQ��$UWLVWV�¿OOHG�
the streets with radical ideas and blank 
canvases waiting to capture the next Cult 
of Personality. It was during this time that 
Paris became home to Picasso, Chagall, 
Braque and many other artists. 

Benny attended the Academie de la 
Grande Chaumerie, an art school known 
for its unorthodox teaching methods. The 
school did not adhere to the rigid aca-

the United States installing modern classi-
cal paintings in newly built places of wor-
ship in a partnership with renowned ar-
chitect Martin Hedmark. And Benny would 
tickle those ivories for 25 years at Belcourt 

Castle, where he lived as the artist in resi-
dence and docent, exploring the depths 
of the Golden Spiral, a geometric math-
ematical formula that dates as far back as 
Ancient Greece. 

best known for his work in the Viborg Ca-
thedral, one of Denmark’s most important 
historical places of worship.

For the next few years, Benny painted 
and showed his works at numerous venues 
including Charlottenborg Palace. 

In 1919, King Christian Vilhelm X — who 
would preside over the Scandinavian na-
tion through two World Wars — present-

ed Benny with a Gold Medal for his piece, 
“Naked Young Men on the Beach” at the 
annual exhibition at Charlottenborg.

That medal provided Benny with a two 
year scholarship to study in Italy and 
France. It was a golden ticket to join the 
artistic community of the Lost Generation 
and engage in the volatile political world of 
Europe in the 1920s. 

Benny’s brother, Gerson, studying. A room  with a view.
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the Salon and exhibited on and off through 
1960.

At the end of his scholarship, Benny con-
tinued to live in Paris and travel home for 
summers in Copenhagen to visit his fam-
ily and paint Danish countryside scenes. 
It was also during the early 1920’s that 
his sister, Thora, came to live with him in 
Paris. 

She was there to learn how to make hats 
DQG�VWXG\�¿QH�VHZLQJ��ZKLFK�ODWHU�VHUYHG�
her well as the textile conservator at the 
Rhode Island School of Design. 

Benny and Thora lived on the edge of 
WKDW�ZRUOG�LQ�3DULV�WKDW�ZDV�¿OOHG�ZLWK�FKDU-
acters like Ernst Hemingway, Pablo Picasso 
and a raft of artists, writers and philoso-
phers who had seen the devastation of the 
First World War and sensed the pending 
depression to follow.

Thora describes their time in Paris dur-
ing one newspaper interview as “going out 
to La Rotunde and Le Dome, where we’d sit 
side by side with Matisse and Picasso and 
other artists. And Gertrude Stein would 
come in at night, with her big dog and 
friends. And composers. And that wonder-
ful Japanese artist, Foujita.” 

The early 1920’s provided Benny the op-
portunity to rub elbows with some of the 

most important artists of the past century 
even before they were the labeled impor-
WDQW��7KH�FRQÀXHQFH�RI� LQÀXHQFHV�KHOSHG�
shape Benny’s work for the rest of his life 
and his never ending quest to create a mu-
sical fugue in shapes and colors.

demic formulas used in most Parisian art 
schools, but rather encouraged experimen-
tation in all different forms and techniques. 
Modigliani and Hans Hofmann were early 
students at the school that was founded in 
1902.

Alberto Giacometti and Tamara de Lem-
picka were enrolled shortly after Benny 
had left the school. Later Alexander Caul-
der and Robert Held would be students at 
the Grande Chaumerie [academy of the 
large thatched cottage]. 

There are no records to identify Benny’s 
friends in Paris, but he was inquisitive and 
his infectious personality served him well 
whether in front of easel or a piano. It‘s 
possible he met Robert and Sonia Delau-
nay who were associated with the Orphism 
movement, an offshoot to cubism, both 
developed in Paris. 

Their paintings were pure color abstrac-
tions with a lyrical and sensual feeling sim-
ilar to what music is to poetry, a philoso-
phy Benny used to describe his own work. 

Two American artists living in Paris, 
Morgan Russell and Stanton Mac Donald-
Wright created the movement called Syn-
chromism in 1913. They sought to use 
abstract shapes where a painting’s sig-
QL¿FDQFH�ZDV�DFKLHYHG�WKURXJK�FRORU�DQG�

form. Russell’s intention was to create 
visual rhythms similar to what a musical 
composer would seek to achieve through 
the build-up of relationships and repetition 
in his musical score. It is quite conceivable 
that Benny would have sought out these 
artists and their work as they were closely 
aligned with his own evolving interest in 
art and music. 
%HQQ\� ZDV� LQÀXHQFHG� E\� -D\� +DP-

bidge’s treatise on Dynamic Symmetry, 
which uses the natural design methodol-
ogy that is based on proportions grow-
ing from the square root of 2, 3, 5 and so 
on, creating the golden ratio. Hambidge’s 
concepts were to be of major importance 
along with the concepts gleamed from the 
Synchromist and Orphismist in the devel-
opment of Benny’s geometric paintings. It 
ZDV� LQ� 3DULV�� LQÀXHQFHG� E\� WKH� HQHUJHWLF�
art scene around him and all of the won-
derful experimental work that Benny be-
JDQ�KLV�¿UVW�WHQWDWLYH�SDLQWLQJV�XVLQJ�WKH�
golden formula.

While absorbing the Paris art scene, 
Benny maintained a rigorous painting 
schedule. He was rewarded for his efforts 
when in 1921, four of his works were ac-
cepted for exhibit at the Salon d’Automne. 
Through the years he was a member of 

Benny’s later work would be in!uenced by Jay 
Hambidge’s treatise on Dynamic Symmetry.



Symphonic Style

7

Benny Collin

6

A NEW BEGINNING

In 1927, Benny was commis-
sioned by Swedish architect Mar-

tin G. Hedmark to paint the altarpiece 
for the Gloria Dei Evangelical Lutheran 
Church in Providence, Rhode Island. 
7KLV�ZDV�%HQQ\¶V�¿UVW�YLVLW�WR�$PHULFD�
and begins a successful working rela-
tionship between Benny and Hedmark 
in the design and decoration of many 
Lutheran churches throughout New 
England and the Mid-Atlantic States. 
The knowledge gained from his old 
teacher Joachim Skovgaard paid divi-
dends in Benny’s collaborations with 
Hedmark.
'XULQJ� WKLV� ¿UVW� YLVLW� WR� WKH� 86��

Benny lived in and around Providence, 
often staying with his sister and her 
husband Erik Magnussen, a silver-
smith at Gorham Silver. He used their 
home and a converted silo into a stu-
dio, painting not only the altarpiece, 
but the local country side scenes and 
portraits of his sister and her husband. 
Benny also spent time traveling to New 
York where he became captivated with 
the city’s skyline and the Brooklyn Bridge 
in particular. Like in Paris, Benny used his 

spare time surveying the American art 
scene in New York and Boston. 

,Q�������%HQQ\�¿QLVKHG�WKH�FODV-
sical inspired alter piece titled “The 
Resurrection”. The 40’ X 20’ oil 
on canvas is signed, Benny 1928, 
where it still hangs today at the na-
tionally registered Gloria Dei Evan-
gelical Lutheran Church. 

Once the altar piece was com-
pleted, Benny returned to his studio 
in Paris, located in the same home 
where Whistler had his studio 30 
years earlier. For the next ten years 
he fell back into his routine of spend-
ing summers in Copenhagen with 
his family and painting in Paris dur-
ing the rest of the year. He exhibited 
in Paris and Copenhagen, showing 
his landscapes and portraits. All the 
while, Benny continued his explora-
tion into geometric abstract paint-
ing. He applied his love of music to 
the Golden Spiral and found that he 
could apply his two greatest loves 
to paper. Thus began his painting of 
the geometric abstracts that came 
to later dominate his work.

A study of the Altar piece.

“"e Ressurection” as it hangs today.
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NEW FRIENDS

While in Paris, Benny became 
life-long friends with Ruth 

Fischer, a German-born agitator who 
formed the communist party in Germany 
during the 1920s. Fischer would later be-
come a secret agent for the U.S. govern-
ment during the ‘40s and ‘50s in a top 
secret program called “The Pond.” The 
Central Intelligence Agency released docu-
ments on the espionage program in 2010.

Benny would work closely with Fischer 
during the time that transformed her from 
communist supporter to ardent spokes-
woman against communism, Stalin, and 
HYHQ�KHU�EURWKHU��ZKR�VKH�WHVWL¿HG�DJDLQVW�
in a U.S. Congressional hearing that had 
her brother blacklisted and deported.

Benny knew Fischer through Fischer’s 
partner, Arkadi Maslow (originally named 
Isaak Tschemerinski), whose sister was 
married to Benny’s brother. That family 
FRQQHFWLRQ� KHOSHG� %HQQ\� ¿UVW� PHHW� WKH�
star-crossed lovers as they were running 
for their lives.

Fischer and Maslow were leaders of the 
Communist Party of Germany, KDP, but 
were removed from power by Joseph Sta-
lin in the ‘30s. The two then formed a new 

communist organization in Germany just 
as Adolf Hitler began to seize power. The 
new party’s radical ideas caught the ire of 
both Stalin and Hitler and initiated death 
sentences from the communists and Nazis. 
,Q�������WKH\�ÀHG�WR�3DULV�VHHNLQJ�%HQQ\¶V�
help and a desire to work with Trotsky, who 
had been exiled to France. From 1934 to 
1936, Maslow worked closely with Trotsky 
and served as a part of the movement to-
wards a Fourth International party. 

By June of 1939 with the impending 
German invasion of France, Benny knew 
his life, and those he loved, would need to 
FKDQJH��+H�KDG�VSHQW� WKH� ODVW�¿YH�\HDUV�
listening to Maslow and Fischer as he tried 
to continue to explore different painting 
schemes. 

Benny returned to Copenhagen to gath-
er his parents and move to the United 
States. His mother, Marie, was in need of 
surgery and stayed behind in Copenhagen 
with Benny’s older brother Gerson. The 
plan was that she would have her surgery, 
recover and then travel to be with her hus-
band and son in the US. But father and 
son would never see her again as the dark 
storm clouds over Europe erupted into war.

Benny and his father, Ludvig, immigrat-
ed to the United States in June of 1939. At 
the urging of his sister who lived in Provi-
dence, he changed his name to Benny Col-
lin and became a naturalized citizen by No-
vember 1939. 

In an interview, Benny spoke of the war 
and his timing to leave Paris: “I stayed in 
Paris until the Nazis started to be nasty. 
I listened to the radios, from Prague and 
Budapest and all over, and I knew some-
thing was brewing. I came to the United 
States in June of 1939. I told my friends 
that the war would start in September. Af-
terward, they asked me how I knew. Well, 
it was easy, I knew they’d wait until the 
harvest came in.”

Meanwhile, the Nazi invasion of France, 
in 1940, forced Maslow and Fischer on 
the run again with hopes to arrive in the 
United States. Fischer made it, but Maslow 
was stranded in Cuba. 

Benny tried to help Maslow at Fischer’s 
behest. He pleaded with the U.S. State 
Department, often sending telegrams to 
Fischer, updating her on every letter he’d 
receive. But as Maslow had family in an 
occupied country in Europe, he was not 
granted entry to the US. In the summer 
of 1940, Trotsky was murdered in Mexico 
ZLWK�DQ�LFH�D[H��RQH�RI�WKH�¿QDO�YLFWLPV�WR�
Stalin’s Great Purge that took the lives of 
more than 600,000 people. 

Maslow, an enemy of both Nazis and 
Stalin, died in the streets of Havana, in 
1940, from a reported heart attack. Both 

One of Benny’s favorite models.
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THE WAR TORN FAMILY

The war affected Benny and his fam-
ily deeply. His mother, who had re-

mained in Denmark for surgery, never re-
covered and passed away during the war. 
In the U.S., Benny and his father, awaited 
her arrival, only to receive news of her 
passing from Benny’s brother Gerson who, 
facing certain danger staying in Denmark 
during the Nazi occupation, escaped with 
his son by rowing across Oresund Straits 
to Sweden in the dark of night.

As the war in Europe raged on, Benny 
and his father settled in Malvern, New 
York, in a small home they purchased. 
With Malvern’s close proximity to Manhat-
tan and its reputation as a thriving artist 
community, Benny felt at home and be-
gan to paint in earnest. During this time, 
he often traveled into the city painting the 
skyline and the Brooklyn Bridge, captur-

ing both the architecture and city life. He 
exhibited with the League of Present Day 
Artists, the Riverside Museum (NYC) and 
at the American British Art Center.

After the war, Benny and his father re-
turned to Copenhagen. It was time to heal. 

Benny spent the next four years travel-
ing close to the family home in Denmark 
and exhibiting his works in Copenhagen 
while assisting his family in recovering 
from the war. Helping his family cope with 
life after the war was his main purpose at 
this time. So much had happened to the 
family. Aside from Benny’s mother dying, 
Gerson’s son had died while they were in 
hiding in Sweden. Benny wanted to help 
his father and brother recover from the 
losses suffered and to prepare for the New 
World that was calling. He needed to paint.

RETURNING TO AMERICA

In 1949, Benny was again con-
tacted by Hedmark to paint al-

tarpieces for churches he had designed 
in New England. Benny moved back to 
WKH�86��¿UVW�PRYLQJ�LQ�ZLWK�KLV�VLVWHU�
and her family in Providence, then to 
the Beacon Hill area of Boston where 
he was able to have the best of both 
worlds, family close and a bustling city 
environment rich with history and ar-
chitecture. Benny painted pieces in 
churches designed by Hedmark in Chi-
cago, Connecticut and New York during 
the early part of the 1950s.

Benny lived in Beacon Hill until 1953 
when Hedmark had commissioned him 
to paint the altarpiece for the Gloria Dei 
Lutheran Church in Lakewood New York. 
7KLV�QHZ�SLHFH�UHTXLUHG�WKDW�%HQQ\�¿QG�
a space large enough to work in to create 
the painting. After some time searching, 
Edward Dunn offered Benny the opportu-
nity to live and work in a deserted estate 
in Newport, Rhode Island. Thus began 
Benny’s stay at what was later known as 
Belcourt Castle.

Benny and Fischer sought more informa-
tion after his death, believing he had been 
murdered under Stalin’s orders. But they 
were only left with questions. Benny and 
his family maintained a close relationship 

with Fischer.
After Maslow’s death, Fischer’s scorn 

was directed at the Communist Party both 
publicly and privately as an undercover 
agent. Fischer died in 1961.

1949, Benny paints the New York skyline.

New York City, 1949.
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BELCOURT CASTLE

After sitting empty for twenty 
years, the old estate of O.P. Bel-

mont came to life as Benny established his 
studio and living space in the attic. Over 
the next two years, while painting the al-
tarpiece, he also acted as a caretaker of 
sorts, exploring the estate, learning its se-
crets and working to keep vandals off of 
the property. 

A story often told was how Benny per-
petuated the rumors of the haunting of Bel-
court. One evening some teenagers mus-
tered the courage to see if Belcourt was, in 
fact, haunted. Benny, armed with a broom 
and a sheet, scared off the teens from an 
upper window of the mansion, keeping 
WKH�P\WK�� RI� D�KDXQWHG�KRXVH�¿OOHG�ZLWK�
ghosts, alive for years.
%\�������%HQQ\�KDG�¿QLVKHG�WKH�DOWDU-

piece and invited the Newport public for a 
YLHZLQJ�RI�³7KH�7UDQV¿JXUDWLRQ�RI�&KULVW´�
before it was shipped off for installation 
at the church. Years later, the Lakewood 
FKXUFK�FDXJKW�¿UH��GHVWUR\LQJ�WKH�FKXUFK��
Only one thing was recovered from the 
original church: Benny’s work, which was 
placed in the new church and remains 
there today.

At this same time, Belcourt Castle 
changed hands again, and the Tinney fam-
ily moved in.

Under the Tinney family’s direction, Bel-
court was restored and turned into a muse-
um. The family opened the doors of Belcourt 
to the public for tours of both the mansion 
DQG�WKH�PDQ\�¿QH�DUWV�DQG�DQWLTXHV�FRO-
lected by the family. Benny developed a 

close relationship with Donald Tinney and 
remained at Belcourt as the resident art-
ist and helped out as a docent, providing 
tours. 

During his time spent at Belcourt, Benny 
immersed himself in his painting. He devot-
ed most of his time interpreting the Gold-
en Spiral and how music, namely Bach and 
0R]DUW��¿W�LQWR�WKH�IRUP�DQG�V\PPHWU\�RI�
his geometric art. He had started referring 

to his paintings as Symphonic, designed to 
show the relationship between color, form, 
architecture and music. His paintings are 
highly disciplined relying on simple geo-
metric shapes that are mathematically 
expanded, repeated and overlapped until 
they spiral off the paper or canvas.

Color and color harmonies are critical in 
GH¿QLQJ�WKH�REMHFW�IRUP�DQG�LW¶V�GHSWK�DQG�
attractiveness. Benny predominately used 
rice paper in a 40” x 40” size with oil and 

Benny overlooking the courtyard of Belcourt.

"e trans#guration Altar piece - Gloria Dei 
Lutheran Church, Lakewood, NY.

Benny in his element - the Attic studio in 
Belcourt.
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acrylic washes. In 1958, Benny had an-
other show at Belcourt, this time to show-
case his geometric abstracts. His show, 
in the grand ballroom, was well received 
by the Newport public; though Benny be-
gan to wonder if the public understood 
his work.

But his hopes were always dashed, as 
Benny once told a Danish reporter: “Un-
fortunately, I must sometimes compro-
mise in my painting in order to survive. I 
can paint portraits, pastoral scenes and 
still lifes that the American public can 

understand yet; it is unsatisfactory for me 
as an artist. I feel the American public is 
not yet mature enough to understand and 
hang my abstract images in their homes. 
Really it’s strange; my images should be 
the modern architect’s dream.”

Benny led an active life in Newport. 
Besides painting, traveling and his du-
ties around Belcourt, he often served as 
a judge in Newport’s many juried amateur 
art shows, he taught art at the Vernon 
Court Junior College in Newport, spent ev-
ery morning swimming in the ocean and 
often visited with fellow painter, friend and 
neighbor John Stephan.   

Benny would spend his summers with 
his sister at her summer home in Martha’s 

AN AMERICAN PAINTER IN DENMARK

During his time in Newport, Benny 
traveled home to Copenhagen 

on a biannual basis, painting portraits of 
passengers to fund his travels. While in 
Copenhagen, he would visit with family, 
his older brother and youngest sister. He 
continued to show works at Charlottenborg 
annually and in 1960 returned to Paris to 
exhibit at the Salon d’Automne. 

In a December 30, 1960 article in the 
Danish newspaper, B.T., Benny discusses 
his concern regarding the compromise he 
had to make to survive as an artist.

“The United States is not particularly in-
terested in abstract art. The English are 
the benchmark, and they have always been 
the literary set, demanding a psychological 
explanation of what an image represents. 
But I am completely in line with the French 
who are far more interested in the image’s 
outward expression than in its narrative 
content.”

The constant struggle to paint what he 
loved versus what the public wanted with 
art would continue for the rest of his life. 
Benny wanted to have people understand 
his work, but eventually stopped trying to 
appease the public, leading to Benny no 
longer signing much of his work. 

Vineyard. Setting up an easel in the back 
garden, Benny would paint from sun up 
to sun down daily, devoted to painting 
his geometric abstract art. At this point 
he had left behind all the other genres, 

IROORZLQJ� KLV� SDVVLRQ�� ¿QGLQJ� WKH� SHUIHFW�
balance between the music playing in his 
head and the form and color he painted on 
the paper.

Benny explains his vision. First geometric show - 
Belcourt, 1958.

Home, Malverne, NY 1940.

Study - women aboard ship.
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FLORIDA

In 1972, at the age of 76, Benny 
moved to Florida to be with his sis-

ter and her daughter’s family. Benny con-
tinued to paint daily and assisted in raising 
his grand nieces. His love of family was evi-
dent in the way he looked after his siblings. 
When his sister Thora returned home from 
having suffered a heart attack in 1977, he 
sat by her bedside, crying tears of happi-
ness that she had survived and was home. 
It was on that same night that he suffered 
a stroke while toasting her recovery. He 
passed away on January 10, 1980 from 
complications related to the stroke.

His nieces and nephews in both Den-
mark and the United States survive Benny. 
His works are found throughout the world, 
with family and friends, with admirers of 
his talent and in churches. His work has 
become part of their daily lives. 

Some of his works he sold, some he kept 
and what remained, he left with friends 

and family as he moved through out his 
life. 

To Benny, each painting was an individ-
ual work, a study of light, balance and col-
or. It was the music he knew transformed 
into colors and the never ending spiral of 
shapes. 
2QFH� KH� ¿QLVKHG� D� SDLQWLQJ�� KH� ZDV�

done with it, eager to move on to a fresh 
canvas or paper to see what the melody of 
colors in his mind would create. Benny was 
a gifted musician, mathematically inclined 
and an accomplished artist who was able 
to utilize all of his interests and passions in 
creating a unique painting style he called 
Symphonic Form.

As he once said in an interview: “As a 
boy, I heard a Mozart symphony, and I said 
to myself: One day you will try to paint 
some of the triads you heard here, in an 
abstract painting; I have tried and for me 
abstraction is a very serious matter.”

Opus 672-C.


