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INTRODUCTION

GLEIZES, METZINGER AND 'SALON CUBISM'

The collaboration between Albert Gleizes and Jean Metzinger began as a consequence of the Salon d'Automne of 1910.  The Salon d'Automne and the older Salon des Indépendants were the two great annual showcases for the most radical tendencies in French painting.  In 1910 both were still dominated by the bright, exaggerated colours of the Nabis, Neo-Impressionists and Fauves.  The fledgling Cubists were recognised by their much more sombre colours and by an emphasis on structure, volume, form - characteristics of painting that had been underemphasised since the emergence of the Impressionists.  It was this that gave their work its 'cubic' appearance.  A review of the 1910 Salon d'Automne in La Presse talked of 'the geometrical follies of Messrs Metzinger, Le Fauconnier and Gleizes'.

The two painters came from very different backgrounds.  Metzinger was a habitué of Montmartre.  He knew Max Jacob, Guillaume Apollinaire and Juan Gris.  He also knew Maurice Princet, who had been the first to see a connection between the new painting and recent developments in mathematics, a theme that was to interest Metzinger all his life.
  With Jacob, Apollinaire, Gris and Princet, Metzinger had been among the earliest admirers of the Cubist work of Picasso and Braque.  

Gleizes too was well connected, but in a different, more literary, sphere.  He had first come to public attention in 1906 as a member of the 'Abbaye de Créteil' - a group of young artists (mainly writers) who wanted to develop their art free from commercial pressures by living in a community and supporting themselves with a craft, in this case, high quality printing.  It was an idea Gleizes never abandoned and which he was to try again in the 1920s at 'Moly Sabata', a house in Sablons in the Rhône Valley and, later again, at 'Les Méjades', near St Rémy de Provence.  The core members of the Abbaye were Gleizes; the writers René Arcos, Charles Vildrac, Alexandre Mercereau, Henri Martin Barzun and (the best known) Georges Duhamel, together with the musician Albert Doyen and the printer, Lucien Linard.  These were to be developed into a loose but wide network of contacts which, in the early 1920s, was denounced as a demoralising force in French society, preparing the way for pacifism and for Bolshevism.  Gleizes and his comrades were to deny that in 1906 they had had a common ideology but there is an 'atmosphere' about them and about their subsequent contacts - a serious concern for the wellbeing of society which is very different from the carefree individualism of Montmartre.

Cubism was to profit from the Abbaye de Créteil network, especially through Alexandre Mercereau, who introduced Gleizes to Metzinger, and who promoted the work of the painters in Eastern Europe and in Russia.  Mercereau, as assistant to the publisher, Eugène Figuière, was also behind the publication of On "Cubism" in 1912 and of Apollinaire's Aesthetic Meditations:  The Cubist Painters in 1913.

By 1906, Metzinger, together with his friend Robert Delaunay, had arrived at a radical Neo-Impressionist style in which the characteristic dots of bright colour had become so large that one critic even called them 'cubes'.
 Gleizes at this time was still painting in a conservative Impressionist style mainly remarkable for its subdued colour.  He was one of the few Cubists who had not been influenced by - indeed he seemed almost unaware of - Fauvism or Neo-Impressionism.  In the two years prior to 1910 he concentrated on a series of almost monochrome landscapes, with a preference for the semi-industrial landscape of his own home at Courbevoie, in the suburbs of Paris.  Some time before the meeting with Metzinger, he had already - again through Mercereau - met Henri Le Fauconnier, whose austere, simplified style had impressed him deeply.
  Le Fauconnier was also to impress Metzinger whose A Note on Painting, published at the time of the 1910 Salon d'Automne, cites Picasso, Braque, Delaunay and Le Fauconnier as painters who were realising a 'total emancipation' ('affranchissement fondementale') of painting:

'Le Fauconnier situates his idea, which is particularly inaccessible to those who cannot stop talking about order and style, in a vast equilibrium of numbers. Making use of the riches of both the intelligence and the senses without preferring one to the other, he is able to put up with 'a certain coefficient of naturalism' - just what is needed to satisfy the requirements of a normal sensibility without throwing the mind into darkness. He does not allow charm to stumble into the space that is reserved for force, that one of the terms of the generous formulation he has adopted should draw attention to itself at the expense of the others. There is a precise link binding the constituent parts of the painting together into blocks that cannot in any way be altered. Le Fauconnier reaches the highest level of evocative power - grandeur is the mode of beauty he has chosen.' 

This quotation evokes what was soon to become one of the most characteristic marks of the 'Salon Cubists' - the group who, unlike Picasso and Braque, exhibited in the public salons.  They worked on a large scale, and they had an interest in large 'epic' subjects.  Daniel Robbins has coined the term 'Epic Cubism' to distinguish their work from the more intimate painting of Picasso and Braque.  In an essay pubished in 1929 under the title The Epic, Gleizes said, evoking his own development into non-representational painting:

'At the same time, we changed the generally accepted dimensions of the picture.  The painting on its easel seemed to us to be too small given the dangers implicit in what we had undertaken.  We needed a certain fullness in the surface space if painting was to become itself.  This fullness undoubtedly imposed changes on our technique.  The visible brushstroke, which had had its place in the small picture, became problematical in the expanse of a great canvas.  We all struggled against the fluttering effect which it imposed on the painting.  Delaunay even used size and wax, difficult techniques, incompatible with the small, delicate Cézannean brushstroke.  Little by little, the notion of form was restored to the plane surface of the painting.  Once again it became plastic, it learned how to emerge independent of the description, in an illusory space, of something other than itself.  And so the technical means too had to correspond to the nature of the plane surface, free from all those complications into which they had been led by the cult of easel painting [le tableau] - free, finally, to express a plastic reality that would be mobile, in response to the needs of the spirit - a reality of which any spectator, of whatever social background or no matter what intellectual capacity, could become conscious through the intermediary of his eyes ...'
1911 was the year in which Cubism became known to the general public through the Salon des Indépendants, held that  Spring.  The Indépendants was an open exhibition without a jury, but much depended on how and where paintings were hung.  The Cubists and their sympathisers plotted to get control of the hanging committee out of the hands of the Neo-Impressionists, led by Signac.
  The result was that they were able to appear together, in one room, as a coherent school, showing paintings that were still, in principle, conventionally representational but which made a startling, sobering contrast to the bright colours all about them (as the first Impressionist paintings had appeared in startling contrast to the huge, sombrely coloured 'machines' of the mid-nineteenth century).  The painters had hoped to make an impact, but they were not prepared for the scandal that followed:

'Never had a crowd been seen thrown into such a turmoil by works of the spirit, and especially over esemplastic works, paintings, whose nature it is to be silent.  Never had the critics been so violent as they were at that time.  From which it became clear that these paintings - and I specify the names of the painters who were, alone, the reluctant causes of all this frenzy:  Jean Metzinger, Le Fauconnier, Fernand Léger, Robert Delaunay and myself - appeared as a threat to an order that everyone thought had been established forever ... 

'With the Salon d'Automne of that same year, 1911, the fury broke out again, just as violent as it had been at the Indépendants.  I remember this Room 8 in the Grand Palais on the opening day.  People were crushed together, shouting, laughing, calling for our heads ...

'The winter season in Paris profited from all this to add a little spice to its pleasures.  While the newspapers sounded the alarm to alert people to the danger, and while appeals were made to the public authorities to do something about it, song writers, satirists and other men of wit and spirit provoked great pleasure among the leisured classes by playing with the word 'cube', discovering that it was a very suitable vehicle for inducing laughter which, as we all know, is the principle characteristic that distinguishes man from the animals ...' 

It was in the Summer of 1911, in between the two Salons, that Gleizes drew particularly close to Metzinger.  Metzinger was living in Meudon and Gleizes in his father's house in Courbevoie, both still pleasant, largely rural suburbs of Paris.  The walk between them is recorded in Gleizes' lovely Landscape, Meudon.
   It was in those conversations that Metzinger won Gleizes round to the idea of 'multiple perspective'.  To show the subject of a painting from only one angle was, Metzinger argued, a mere convention that gave only a very limited idea of the subject in its real, living movement.  The artist had the right to make a new, composite, 'total image'
 , choosing the aspects he wanted without regard to the laws by which a photographic likeness could be achieved.

However, if Metzinger proceeds with multiple perspective boldly through 1912, especially applying it to portraiture, Gleizes proceeds gingerly. He uses it to great effect in his landscapes but one feels Metzinger might have Gleizes in mind when, in his Cubist Technique of 1913, he says:

'Thanks to a peculiar prejudice, there are some people who are quite happy to connive at such a visual incongruence so far as inanimate objects are concerned but appear to be revolted when it is used for the human face. They loudly evoke the principles of anatomy. In my view, a painter who takes the anatomical appearance seriously is as foolish as a surgeon would be who performed his autopsies following the rules of art. The painter's only concern is with the coherence of ideas. That such a coherence is sufficient in itself is confirmed by the fact that we can reverse the sequence of all the anatomical features in a portrait without in any way disturbing the likeness.'

About the end of 1911 Gleizes and Metzinger and several others
  began to meet in  Puteaux, a suburb of Paris where the painter and engraver Jacques Villon and his brother, the sculptor Raymond Duchamp-Villon had their studios. It is probably in this context that, perhaps around the middle of 1912
 the main lines of On "Cubism" were decided. It was also these painters who planned the launch of a new salon - the Salon de la Section d'Or - which would bring together all the most radical currents in painting at the time. The Section d'Or salon was held at the same time as the 1912 Salon d'Automne and the publication of On "Cubism".

All this was calculated to make a great impact, not just in Paris but abroad. It occurred quite independently of what has since come to be regarded as the mainstream history of Cubism - the story of the extraordinary relationship between Pablo Picasso and Georges Braque, both associated with the discreet gallery of Daniel-Henry Kahnweiler in the rue Vignon in Paris. 

THE NON-REPRESENTATIONAL FUNCTION: A 'PLASTIC' ART

(a)  'Plastic' and 'esemplastic'

A key word in the texts that follow is the word 'plastic'. The essential argument is for a painting that will use to the full the plastic qualities that are proper to painting itself. It is not an argument for 'abstract' art, though the idea of a non-representational painting is present in it. But insofar as the object in the natural world - landscape, figure or whatever - is being studied and converted into a picture, the painter is studying first and foremost those characteristics that are suitable for the conversion. The object is subordinate to the painting, not vice versa.
 

To say this may seem to be labouring the obvious. It is something that these days we all take for granted. But it needs to be reasserted because, I believe, we have taken it so much for granted that we have lost sight of it, both in the literature on the history of Cubism and, which is much more important, in present-day artistic practise. There has never been any lack of picturesque deformations of objects represented in painting but this is precisely one of the tendencies Gleizes and Metzinger are protesting against. The interest there lies in the deformation of an original appearance. It is still 'nature seen through a temperament' - the painting is still subordinate to the object. On the other hand, most of the art which is regarded as 'avant garde' at the time of writing (2004, when, really, the notion of an 'avant garde' should have become obsolete) is in one way or another 'conceptual' and has none of the plastic qualities discussed by Gleizes and Metzinger whatsoever.

The problem may be illustrated by the difficulty I have had as a translator trying to find English equivalents for the word 'plastic'. The key concept of Cubism requires a word which has been debased. It has come to refer to a material that can be adapted to any use but which is of itself banal and unpleasant to the touch. The term 'plastic arts' is also rather meaningless, an old fashioned alternative to the term 'visual arts'. I have long been strongly tempted to translate plastique with Coleridge's word 'esemplastic', referring to the act of forming diverse phenomena into a unity.
  This it seems to me is precisely what Gleizes and Metzinger have in mind. The word is very precious and it is significant that it has not entered into the general discourse. It remains a peculiarity of Coleridge and I do not feel free to use it without each time inserting a footnote to warn the reader against thinking that the Cubists were aware of him. There is a relationship of thought - both saw the same truth - but no direct influence.

At one time I thought that the word 'form' could be used, since 'to form' is the simplest translation of the Greek word, plassein. In his later writings, Gleizes drew a distinction between what he called 'form' and 'figure', and argued that the word 'form' could only be used in the singular. It is the unity to which the painter is working. Where a plural is necessary the word 'figure' should be used. The painter forms the figures into a unity which is the Form. This is indeed the idea that is implicit behind Gleizes' and Metzinger's use of the word 'plastic', but at this time they are still, both of them, talking about 'forms'. Metzinger will continue to use the word 'form' in this sense (essentially what Gleizes would later call a figure) throughout his life as we can see in the little comment on Gestalt theory in Cubism was Born (Book I, above, p.XXXXX). 

So I have had to bite the bullet and translate plastique with 'plastic' despite the embarrassment of a phrase such as 'towards a plastic consciousness' - a very important phrase because, appearing as it does in On "Cubism", Gleizes later uses it as a general title for a whole series of writings on painting, including the monumental Form and History. 'Towards an esemplastic consciousness' would have been perfect.

(b) A note on Neo-Plasticism and Suprematism

Recognising what we might call 'plasticism' as the central idea of the 'Salon Cubists' may also throw an interesting light on the 'Neo-Plasticism' of Piet Mondrian. The term 'Neo-Plasticism', deliberately adopted by Mondrian (it is the title of an essay by him published in 1920 by the champion of the Cubists, Léonce Rosenberg) necessarily evokes the term 'Neo-Impressionism', deliberately adopted by Paul Signac as the title of his crucially important essay From Eugene Delacroix to Neo-Impressionism published in 1899. Signac was arguing that Neo-Impressionism was a precise scientific understanding of the rather nebulous, intuitive insights of the Impressionists. Similarly, Neo-Plasticism could be seen as a precise scientific understanding of the previous rather nebulous, intuitive insights of 'Plasticism'. And what would 'Plasticism' be, if not Cubism? 

I have argued in my Albert Gleizes - For and Against the Twentieth Century that On "Cubism" was written in dialogue with Signac's book. The section on colour criticises it quite sharply but it also builds on it. The Neo-Impressionists, Nabis and Fauves could all boast that they had liberated colour from its dependence on realistic appearance and thus established it as a source of pleasure in its own right, independent of the subject/object represented in the picture. The Cubists were continuing this line of thought but applying it in the domain of form and arguing that in fact the revolution in colour could not be fulfilled until it was also accomplished in the domain of form.

An essential part of the Neo-Impressionist argument was based on the observation that colours in proximity modify each other - that the appearance of a blue placed beside a red will be different from that of the same blue placed beside a green. The Cubists made the same observation in relation to form:

'Form seems to be endowed with properties that are identical to those of colour. It is tempered or it becomes more strident through contact with another form, it breaks up or spreads itself, multiplies itself or disappears. An ellipse can turn into a circumference because it has been inscribed in a polygon. Sometimes a form that is expressed more affirmatively than those about it will dominate the whole painting and everything will be reduced to replicating its image.'

This is reaffirmed by Gleizes in the succinct account of his working method in the 'Opinion' he gave to the journal Montjoie! at the end of 1913:

'with regard to the relations between the forms, the influence they exercise on each other by means of the way they are situated within the space of the picture'.
 

And we can see a development of the same idea in Mondrian's Neo-Plasticism:

'The colured planes, as much by their position and dimension as by the qualities [valorisation] of the colour express plastically only relations, not forms.'
 

It is this surrender of the individual character of the 'forms' or 'figures', each modifying the other until a new unity which transcends them is achieved, that lies at the heart of the term 'plastic' as it is used by the Cubists. In Mondrian's case, of course, in contrast to the Cubists, the forms - and not just representational forms but anything other than a minimal reassertion of the vertical and horizontal - disappear altogether. Thus Neo-Plasticism is a virtual denial of the idea of plasticity as understood by the Cubists who would ideally want the widest possible variety of forms incorporated into the painting, while admitting that it is very difficult, requiring great skill and 'tact'.

We may remark straightaway the difference between this concept, in which the individual 'form' surrenders its autonomy, and the concept of the Russian Suprematist, Kasimir Malevich, for whom:

'The square is a young prince, full of life ...

'Each form is free and individual.

'Each form is a world'
 

In what we might call this 'anti-plastic' idea, the space of the painting becomes a sort of playground in which the individual forms spin about freely like boisterous children. Despite the suggestion that his vertical and horizontal lines could be projected into infinity, Mondrian's work remains firmly moored to the edges of the canvas and in this respect at least he remains closer than Malevich to Cubism. 

Cubism, then, feels free to use all sorts of shapes, juxtaposing them in such a way that through their mutual interactions a new unity is established. The starting point is a conventional representational subject, but this - especially, as we shall see, in Gleizes' case - is no more than a 'pretext'. The end - or rather what is chiefly interesting about the end, the new unity - is purely plastic in nature, meaning that its power is based precisely on the interplay of the forms and colours independent of the subject represented. Which is used as a collection of 'plastic signs' (Metzinger's phrase) from which the artist is free to pick and choose. The famous device of walking round the object to take it from different angles is not so much an attempt to recreate an experience in time as of simply widening the repertoire of plastic signs the artist has at his disposal.

Malevich expresses it very well in his essay On New Systems in Art - Statics and Speed when he says of Cubism: 'its construction consists of the distribution of the most widely varied forms of painterly differences ... If the artist was unable to find enough essential painterly, textural, graphic, volumetrical, linear and other forms in a given object for his construction, then he is free to take these from elsewhere, and to collect these essential elements until his construction achieves the necessary tension of harmonious and dynamic conditions. In view of these conclusions, Cubism's first assumption concerning full treatment of the object [Metzinger's 'total image'] was annulled by a new logical conclusion: that the revelation of the object in space at various moments in time was simply aimed at constructing on the plane a variety of units into the new assymetric Cubist unity ...'
 

(c)  The representational function

All that having been said, there is present, especially in Metzinger, the idea that by these means a better likeness can be achieved. Likeness to what? Certainly not to the merely 'retinal' appearance of the object. It is a likeness to the object as it exists in the mind. This is stressed more by Metzinger than by Gleizes but Gleizes at the time seems to go along with it. Both painters share a philosophical idealism, a recognition that it is only as ideas - functions of consciousness - that the elements of the external world can be known. This indeed could be seen as the philosophical assumption underpinning the whole modern movement as it was manifested in the early twentieth century. The object, then, insofar as it is a reality in its own right, is unknowable. It can only be known as a mental event, and that mental event is wider than the immediate appearance before the eye. Cubism aims to express the way in which the object is experienced in the painter's mind. Which is where, Metzinger insists, reality, function of consciousness, is to be found.
 

Of course this reality differs from one mind to the other and the painter's role, Metzinger insists, is to establish conventions within which the appearances of the external world can be experienced and human exchange facilitated. Although this is a service to humanity, the painter is doing it uniquely for his own delight and can never be content with the convention once established. The very motor force of his activity is a restlessness that obliges him constantly to redefine the way in which the external world is experienced.
  Gleizes and Metzinger do not use the word but this dilemma by which the greatest achievement only leaves the artist with a sense of its inadequacy, could properly be called 'tragic' and that is the word Mondrian, who saw his art as contributing towards an eventual reconciliation between the artist and society, uses to characterise the relationship between painting and 'naturalism' - the appearances of the external world.

So we have in On "Cubism" two poles - the one an emphasis on the purely plastic qualities of painting, independent of external appearances, the other on the redefinition of the way in which we experience the appearances of the world. The first may be particularly associated with Gleizes, the second with Metzinger. As Metzinger points out in his 'Afterword' to the 1947 edition, the distinction between these two positions will become sharper as the painters develop but for the moment they interpenetrate and this interaction of contradictory positions is full of possibilities. I have suggested that Mondrian's Neo-Plasticism is a development, valid or not, of the 'plastic' side of the argument; I will argue later that Duchamp - and with him a large amount of artistic endeavour at the turn of the twenty-first century - is a development of the 'realist' (in Metzinger's understanding of the term) side of the argument.

PART ONE: ON "CUBISM" AND ITS READERS

ON "CUBISM" - A HISTORY OF SUPPRESSION AND DISTORTION

On "Cubism" was more or less written out of the historiography of Cubism for around fifty years. It was replaced by Daniel Henry Kahnweiler's The Rise of Cubism, published in 1920, though largely, we are told, written around 1914-15.  Kahnweiler's book was not itself widely read but it became an authoritative source for subsequent accounts. Most notably, of course, it dealt with only four painters - Pablo Picasso, Georges Braque, Juan Gris and Fernand Léger - and it claimed to give the author's personal observation of their, or at least of Picasso and Braque's, intentions, working methods and general evolution. Thus Cubism was identified with the concerns of these painters as interpreted - rightly or wrongly - by Kahnweiler. The other so called 'minor' Cubists were treated as contingent phenomena, possessing a greater or lesser degree of talent but basically trying to imitate the 'pure' or 'essential' Cubists without really being able to enter into the spirit of what they had achieved.

Insofar as any attention was paid to On "Cubism" it was treated as if it was a handbook on how to do a Cubist painting, reducing Cubism to a formula that could be copied. But it is difficult to see how this could seriously be maintained by anyone who had actually read the book, and it is an intention specifically repudiated by the authors ('In sum, Cubism, which has been accused of being a system, condemns every system'.). Daniel Robbins, the great pioneer of the broader history of Cubism, has suggested that this strange but at one time almost universal misreading of On "Cubism" derives from Guillaume Janneau's Cubist Art, published in 1929.
 

Janneau's book was possibly the first attempt at a coherent history of Cubism written from outside the Cubist circle. I myself see it as at least in part a reaction to Gleizes' own attempt at a coherent history, published by the Bauhaus in 1928 as Cubism [Kubismus]. It is indeed very largely a polemic against Gleizes, who is quoted at length. But what Janneau quotes and attacks (and radically misunderstands) are Gleizes' writings of the 1920s, when he felt he had a much clearer idea of what was important in the Cubist achievement. These writings, especially On Cubism and the Means of Understanding It (1920) and Painting and Its Laws (1922-4), could be described as formulaic and the 'formula' is not particularly useful to understanding the intentions of Picasso and Braque. They could also be described as abundant. The charge frequently thrown at Gleizes - that he wrote too much - is ridiculous if we confine ourselves to the pre-war period (the present volume contains everything I know of that was published before 1914). But it becomes much more credible in the 1920s. Essentially the Gleizes and Metzinger of 1912 have been confused with the Gleizes of the 1920s. 

But if On "Cubism" was suppressed so successfully for most of the twentieth century, what is its importance? The Rise of Cubism and its offshoots did indeed provide the authoritative account of Cubism once it had become respectable, but On "Cubism" was the authoritative account while it was still revolutionary. The Rise of Cubism and its derivatives were read by historians and museum-keepers. On "Cubism" was read by the painters, throughout Europe and America and, notably, in Eastern Europe and Russia, who first took up the Cubist idea. Its importance in this respect is reinforced when we remember the influence exercised by Metzinger and by Henri Le Fauconnier in the Académie de la Palette, attended by many young artists from outside France, notably the great Russian painter, Liubov Popova. And when we bear in mind the activities of Alexandre Mercereau, responsible for organising the French contribution to the Knave of Diamonds exhibitions in Moscow, which started in 1910, and friend of Josef ˘Capek, one of the leaders of the Cubist movement in Prague.

On "Cubism" was published in English and Russian translations in 1913 and, in the same year, Mikhail Matyushin, friend of Malevich and an important theorist in his own right, published extracts from it interspersed with extracts from Tertium Organum, a treatise on the fourth dimension by P.D.Ouspensky.
 When Malevich discusses Cubism in his essays of 1915, From Cubism to Suprematism and From Cubism and Futurism to Suprematism, it is, necessarily, On "Cubism" that he has in mind as the theoretical statement of Cubism. We may also note here the polemic launched against On "Cubism" by the Marxist philosopher, G.V.Plekhanov in his Art and Social Life, part of the series of essays he wrote against the influence of philosophical idealism in Marxism especially among the Bolshevik 'godbuilder' group which included Anatoliy Lunacaharsky, later, as Lenin's Commissar for culture, responsible for the policy of supporting the Cubist and post-Cubist avant garde.
On "Cubism" is also important of course because it was written by two artists who are of importance in their own right. The extent to which it really did reflect the concern of painters other than Gleizes and Metzinger themselves will be looked at shortly. But for the moment I would like to say some words on its relations with The Rise of Cubism and, consequently, on the ideas that have gone into the mainstream understanding of Cubism.

D.H.KAHNWEILER AND ON "CUBISM"
(a) Nietzsche v. Kant

The comparison between On "Cubism" and The Rise of Cubism was the subject of an interesting essay by John Nash: The Nature of Cubism. Nash is still primarily interested in the work of Picasso and Braque and has no apparent interest in the paintings of Gleizes and Metzinger. But he argues that, as a guide to the intentions of Picasso and Braque, On "Cubism" is better than The Rise of Cubism. Principally he sees The Rise of Cubism as influenced by Kant and On "Cubism" as influenced by Nietzsche. The 'Neo-Kantian' argument he attributes to Kahnweiler is that the painter is trying to use geometrical elements which exist 'a priori' in the mind in order to arrive at the objective truth of the 'thing in itself'. The Nietzschean argument of Gleizes and Metzinger is that the world in itself is unknowable and can only be interpreted subjectively. The artist is a Superman whose subjective interpretation is so compelling that the common herd are obliged to follow it. He teaches them how to see - or, rather, how he sees - but he himself knows that what he has taught them is inadequate and no sooner does the crowd conform to his vision than he has to move on to another vision, constantly transgressing the principles, or conventions, he has himself established.

We have already seen that this Nietzschean argument is indeed present in On "Cubism" and Gleizes quotes Nietzsche in his essay on Metzinger. I think, however, that there is more of Nietzsche in Kahnweiler than Nash allows; and perhaps more of Kant in Gleizes and Metzinger. Indeed, although Kahnweiler did everything he could to undermine the influence of Gleizes and Metzinger
 his thinking may have had more in common with them, and especially Metzinger, than one might expect. 

(b) The total image

'In a Preface to the Aesthetic Confessions (which includes a French translation of The Rise) written in 1958  he says:

'If I ask myself to day what it was that Cubism introduced that was new, I find only one thing to say: thanks to the invention of signs that represent [figurent] the external world it has provided plastic art with the possibility of passing on to the spectator the artist's visual experiences without any illusionist imitation. It has recognised that all plastic art is nothing other than a writing whose signs are read by the spectator and not a reflection of nature.' (p.10)

This could almost have been written by Metzinger and strongly recalls the 'plastic signs' of Metzinger's 1910 A Note on Painting. We are also (though there is no possibility that Kahnweiler could have read it) reminded of Metzinger's remarks in Cubism Was Born:

'I wanted an art that was faithful to itself [loyal] and would have nothing to do with the business of creating illusions. I dreamed of painting glasses from which no-one would ever think of drinking, beaches that would be quite unsuitable for bathing, nudes who would be definitively chaste. I wanted an art which in the first place would appear as a representation of the impossible. It should be said that such an art would be neither more false nor more true than classical art ...'

This impression is reinforced if we look at Metzinger's essay, Cubist Technique, published in Prague in 1913. Although it does not seem to have been published in France it is still quite possible that Kahnweiler knew it. It was published as part of a dispute in Prague between a group represented by the art critic Vincenc Krámař, who saw the Salon Cubists as inferior imitators of the perfected art of Picasso and Braque; and another, which included Čapek and the very interesting Bohumil Kubišta, who argued that all the Cubists, including the Salon Cubists and Picasso and Braque, were part of a process that was only at its beginning and still had a long way to go. Krámař was an important collector of Picasso and Braque and closely associated with Kahnweiler and may well have kept him informed of Metzinger's essay.
 

Metzinger's very first phrase - 'Painting in the first instance consists in representing volume on a surface and in stimulating an illusion of depth with the help of the other two spatial dimensions' - is strongly reminiscent of what is virtually a leitmotif in Kahnweiler's writings on Cubism. For example in his book on Juan Gris, when he says of Seurat that 'he tackled one of the fundamental problems of painting, the representation on the two dimensional canvas of bodies which have three by means other than imitation' (p.170) and again, attacking Peter Lenz and the School of Beuron: 'they did not suspect the true problem which appeared to Cézanne to be primordial, namely the representation on the canvas with its two dimensions of solids which have three of them' (p.186)

Parallels could be multiplied but we may also note Metzinger's description of how the Cubist painter isolates different characteristics and qualities of the object and presents them separately as pieces of information about the object which the spectator reassembles in the mind. That is not found so clearly expressed in On "Cubism" but it is very close to the description of Cubist working methods in The Rise of Cubism.

Although On "Cubism"'s 'Nietzschean' artist as Superman argument is not expressed in The Rise we do find it in Kahnweiler's My Galleries and Painters. He tells us that he first felt his vocation to be a gallery owner when he saw a crowd gesticulating angrily at a painting by Monet in the window of a Paris gallery. He understood that the essential task of the artist was always to see the world anew. Consequently, if it is to be a real living force art must always start by causing offence. Before its conventions have become generally accepted the artist will have moved on. Which is, of course, pure On "Cubism".
It also implies an essentially figurative art. On "Cubism" argued that the artist teaches us how to look at the world, and in The Rise we read:

'The unconscious work we accomplish in the presence of all the objects of the world of bodies to 'recognise' their form and make of it for ourselves an exact image, the Cubist picture makes it easier for us by revealing to us the relations these bodies have with the original forms.' (p.38)
 

The 'original forms' being the elementary geometrical forms which, Kahnweiler suggests, following Kant, exist a priori (prior to our experience of the external world) in our consciousness. 

(c)  Philosophical idealism: Kant and Schopenhauer

There is a brief discussion of Kahnweiler's debt to Kant in the biography, An artful life by Pierre Assouline. Assouline admits that Kahnweiler liked to refer to Kant, 'filling his conversations and articles full of allusions to the universal nature of the "sense of beauty", defining the Beautiful as in principle subjective and disinterested, without end and without concept, implicitly referring to that Critique of Judgement (1790) of Immanuel Kant, so decisive for the history of aesthetics ...' - all of which actually sounds more like Gleizes and Metzinger than Kahnweiler in whose writings the idea of Beauty is notable by its absence. We may also note the way in which Du "Cubisme', like the Critique of Judgement but unlike Kahnweiler invokes the idea of Taste, with a capital 'T', insisting on its disinterested character.

But Assouline continues:

'In this process, the reading of books such as The World as Will and Representation or On Sight and Colours plays an essential role in his evolution. For him, they are above all from a philosopher (ils sont avant tout d'un philosophe], Arthur Schopenhauer, of whom Wagner said he was the first to think the thoughts of Kant through to the end ... [sic. The sentence seems to be deficient - PB]. Kahnweiler, strongly impregnated with the Representation of the world, places Schopenhauer on the highest level; he retains his transcendental idealism and not the pessimism, and is willing to admit that he always interprets Kant through him.' (p.244)

Which brings us back to the 'idealism' which I have already indicated as being one of the most salient characteristics of On "Cubism". Kant and Schopenhauer, grounded in the philosophical idealism of George Berkeley, argue that the world as a thing-in-itself cannot be known: we can only know the idea, or 'representation', that we have of it in our minds, and this will change from age to age, from culture to culture, from one state of scientific knowledge to another. Kant, however - more than Schopenhauer - argues that there are certain facts that can be known, not because they exist in the external perceived world but because they are characteristic of the operations of the mind. These are the famous 'a priori' ideas, and they include the operations of mathematics and of geometry. So, Kahnweiler says, 'These forms (curves) do not exist in the natural world, any more than straight lines [lignes régulières] but they are strongly established in man. All physical vision rests on them.'  They are 'the solid armature on which we fix the productions of our imagination made up of excitations of the retina and images that have been stored up. They are our "visual categories"' (Rise of Cubism, pp.36-7)

But the implied clarity of the geometry and the inscription of 'excitations de la rétine et d'images emmagasinées' within a clearly defined geometrical 'armature' is more evocative of the practise of Gleizes, Metzinger and Gris, especially Metzinger and Gris, than it is of Picasso and Braque, who seem often to be deliberately trying to avoid it. The passage is reminiscent of a comment Gleizes makes later, reflecting on the period in his essay Art et Religion: 

'However, to cobble the fragments together more or less competently we were obliged to take the natural requirements of our canvas or of our panel into account.  These fragments of images in fact held together by virtue of the plane surface which supported them.  We used vertical, diagonal or horizontal lines to limit one fragment of description and we then went on to register the next fragment in the same way, and so on....  Can you see the quid pro quo that was taking place?  On the one hand a descriptive method dependent on external phenomena;  on the other a real, authentic method born from a particular plastic fact - the plane, which imposed its formal nature on our attempts to draw the characteristics of something that takes place under completely different plastic conditions.  From this quid pro quo a complete transformation of the classical understanding of form had to emerge.' (English ed, p.36)

Gleizes concludes that the 'fragments of images' could be dispensed with, and this is a conclusion Kahnweiler refused. But so did Metzinger and Gris.

(d)  The 'thing-in-itself'

Nash interprets Kahnweiler as saying that the Cubists were attempting to reach the Kantian 'thing-in-itself', which in Kant's view is impossible. This has certainly been advanced as an explanation of Cubism. I remember having it explained to me when I was a schoolboy in Belfast (and thinking at the time that it was nonsense). Nash perceptively quotes On "Cubism" itself dismissing the notion:

'It therefore amazes us that well-meaning critics explain the remarkable difference between the forms attributed to nature and those of modern painting, by a desire to represent things not as they appear but as they are. And how are they? According to them, the object possesses an absolute form, an essential form, and in order to uncover it, we should suppress chiaroscuro and traditional perspective. What naïveté! An object has not one form, it has several; it has as many as there are planes in the domain of meaning.' (Translation in Herbert: Modern Artists on Modern Art, quoted by Nash, p.439)

But in all fairness I do not think Kahnweiler is guilty of it either. He does have a rather well spotted quotation from Kant to the effect that a 'synthesis' can be made of what we know about objects and thus we can 'sieze their multiplicity in a knowledge' (p.34). Which, applied to painting, is again almost exactly Metzinger's notion of the 'total image' as given in the Note on Painting. Instead of the purely retinal impression of the object seen from one point of view it is reconstituted on the canvas out of a choice of different elements derived as much from what we know about the object as from what we see. For all the scorn Kahnweiler heaps on Apollinaire's understanding of Cubism it is quite elegantly summed up in the phrase ensembles nouveaux - new collectivities - which he uses as a common theme in each of his four divisions of Cubism - scientific, physical, orphic, instinctive. Here of course we are largely dealing with 'Scientific Cubism' ('Picasso, Braque, Metzinger, Albert Gleizes, Marie Laurencin and Juan Gris'): 'the art of painting new collectivities  with elements borrowed not from reality as it is seen but from reality as it is known'.
  It implies simply that more information can be conveyed about the object as it exists as a representation in consciousness, not at all that we are approaching the reality of the thing in its own independent life.

(e)  John Locke: primary and secondary qualities

Kahnweiler does add a thought which I believe is original to himself when he quotes the distinction Locke makes between the primary and secondary qualities of the object. Locke argued that the primary qualities (essentially those that can be measured - shape, mass, location) were knowable while the secondary qualities (colour, smell, feel etc.) only exist insofar as they can be experienced by the senses. Thus for Locke, laying the philosophical foundation for everything that now goes under the name of 'science', the 'thing-in-itself' is knowable, but only as a colourless, tasteless, odourless abstraction. The contrast is evoked by Gleizes and Metzinger when they say:

'The geometer measures, the painter tastes [savoure]. The absolute of the one is, inevitably, the relative of the other. If logic is outraged by this, so what? Will logic ever be able to prevent the perfection of a wine from being different in the chemist's retort from what it is in the drinker's glass?' (On "Cubism", p.XXXX)

Kahnweiler suggests that the Cubists, like the practically orientated scientists, or like On "Cubism"'s geometer, wish to retain the primary qualities, which he defines as form and location in space, but only to indicate the secondary qualities.

In this way one could indeed suggest that they are aiming at the 'thing-in-itself', just as the scientists do. But we have exchanged Kant for Locke. The whole idealist tradition of which Kant, Schopenhauer, Gleizes, Metzinger and, presumably, Kahnweiler, are a part is rooted in George Berkeley's withering critique of Locke's distinction between primary and secondary qualities, arguing that the supposedly objective measurable qualities are as much dependent on the nature of our senses and of our consciousness as the supposedly secondary qualities of colour, sound, smell etc.

It is also difficult to understand how Kahnweiler's Lockean idea can be translated into painting. But some sense can be made of it if it is seen as a rather obscure way of expressing a thought that is much better expressed later on by Gleizes. In his various accounts of the evolution of Cubism, Gleizes argues that the first impulse, in reaction to the coloured mists of Impressionism and post-Impressionism, was to insist on hard, solid, sculptural, three dimensional qualities as against colour. Form and colour were conceived as being difficult to reconcile (though On "Cubism" insists that they are inseparable) and the emphasis was put on form. This was, as Gleizes insists, very much a passing phase, even if it was the phase that gave Cubism its name. In the case of Picasso and Braque it only really applies to the work of 1908 and early 1909, most obviously Braque's landscapes done at L'Estaque.

ANALYTICAL AND SYNTHETIC CUBISM, or CINDERELLA'S SLIPPER

(a) The terms as used by D.H.Kahnweiler

I am suggesting, then, that Kahnweiler's book does not present an idea of Cubism that is very different from that of Gleizes and Metzinger and, in particular, that it does not, as one might have expected, provide us with an insight into the practise of Picasso and Braque as distinct from that of Gleizes and Metzinger. Picasso and Braque were notoriously reluctant to share their secrets with anyone and there is little reason to think they made an exception of Kahnweiler. The painter who did share his secrets with Kahnweiler was Gris, and Gris was closer to Metzinger than he was to Picasso or Braque.

Returning to the two currents of thought I have identified in On "Cubism" - the recognition that the strength of a painting derives from characteristics that are purely plastic in nature, and the effort to find new ways of representing the object - Kahnweiler, like Gleizes and Metzinger, gives voice to both positions when, in The Rise of Cubism, he tries to sum up the achievement of Picasso and Braque:

'What did they want? On the one hand to find once again the unity of the work of art but on the other to give the greatest quantity of information on the object represented.' (pp.42-3)

But the whole emphasis of his interest is on the way in which the object is represented, not on the purely plastic qualities - the means by which 'the unity of the work of art' can be achieved. There is almost nothing in Kahnweiler that reflects the purely plastic considerations of Gleizes and Metzinger, either in On "Cubism" or elsewhere.

Kahnweiler continues:

'This period of Cubism - which can be said to come to an end around 1914 - one can justifiably call its analytical period.'

Talking of the work of the period after 1914 he says:

'The ways of Picasso and Braque could easily be criticised as synthetic Cubism right up to those late years when Picasso runs off into totally different spheres' (p.45. 'Les voies de Picasso et de Braque peuvent très bien être taxées de cubisme synthétique, jusqu'à ces années tardives où Picasso s'évade vers des sphères totalement différentes.' The word 'taxé' suggests disapproval)

(b) Alfred Barr and Daniel Robbins

The terms 'analytical' and 'synthetic' - also, of course, evocative of Kant - were to have a great future in the historiography of Cubism. Their role has been discussed by Daniel Robbins. They were used by Alfred Barr in his Cubism and Abstract Art (1936) to describe separate and successive phases of the history of Cubism, and since then this distinction, which Barr uses with a comparatively light touch, became hardened into an absurd meaningless dogma into which all the painters of the period were expected to fit. As Robbins puts it:

'The most glaring of these [flaws in the system] ... was that the Cubist artists did not march in lock step across the same evolutionary phases of development, that the artists Metzinger, Le Fauconnier, Gleizes, Delaunay, and Léger - precisely those who were labelled "cubists" during the Salon des Indépendants of 1911 - did not fit comfortably into the categories of analytical and synthetic, which had been formulated without serious consideration of their work ...the stages of development proposed in the Barr system ... excluded them from full participation in the Cubist movement, or else relegated them to minor, satellite roles.'
  

He also likens it, rather prettily, to Cinderella's slipper into which the big feet of the ugly sisters (Gleizes and Metzinger) could not fit.

Robbins suggests that Kahnweiler, with his 'Kantian' orientation, is at the origin of the use these terms, even if he uses them very differently from Barr. He suggests that Juan Gris, when he uses them in 1924 (in reply to an Inquiry launched by G.Janneau
) probably derived them from Kahnweiler. It is, however, much more likely that Kahnweiler in 1914/15 derived them from Gris or from other painters. Indeed Kahnweiler himself says as much in his book Juan Gris;

'That is what has since been called - and I think it was Gris who was the first to give it the name - 'analytical cubism' (p.203)

(c) The terms as used by Gleizes and Metzinger

The terms were very much commonplaces of the time and can be found in different contexts in the texts republished here. Gauguin called his art 'synthetism'. Both Neo-Impressionism (breaking the colour into its component parts) and Cubism (breaking the form into its component parts) could be interpreted as essentially arts of analysis. The connection between Impressionism and Cubism as arts of analysis is drawn by Metzinger in Cubist Technique:

'Although the aesthetic adventure of Impressionism ended in failure it did show us that colour gains in expressive power when, instead of simply applying it to the canvas, we place side by side small patches of the basic elements of each of the tones we use.  It is the same analytical spirit that is guiding us, but the general context has changed. It is no longer by vibrations of the sun that the world about us is formed, but rather by vibrations of the mind.'

Barr associates the transition from analytical to synthetic with the introduction of the papier collé and sees it as more or less accomplished in the work of Picasso and Braque in 1913. In the passage we have quoted from The Rise of Cubism, however, Kahnweiler treats the whole work of Picasso and Braque until 1914 as 'analytical' and he seems to regard Picasso's wartime 'synthetic' Cubism as something of a deviation. He seems to be defining Cubism as, in its nature, 'analytical'. Analysis good; synthesis bad.

Metzinger too defends the idea of analysis against the critics' desire for a synthetic art in the 1913 essay when he says:

'In art, the terms 'analysis' and 'synthesis' are, generally, used in a very superficial way. That is why certain aesthetic theorists like to accuse the young artists of cultivating an analytical art when, those critics think, painting should be synthetic in nature. They seem to be confusing goals with means. The Cubist effort is to create analytical signs that will be suitable for expressing synthetic ideas. I think that is the way painters have always acted. After all, we cannot paint without searching out relations, and does not the search for relations imply analysis?' 

But in a letter to Gleizes written in 1916, he says:

'Someone from whom I feel ever more distant is Juan Gris. I admire him but I cannot understand why he wears himself out with decomposing objects. Myself, I am advancing towards synthetic unity and I don't analyse any more. I take from things what seems to me to have meaning and be most suitable to express my thought. I want to be direct, like Voltaire. No more metaphors. Ah those stuffed tomatoes of all the St-Pol-Roux of painting.'
 

In his essay on Metzinger in 1911, Gleizes says:

'the uproar it [Cubism] has unleashed was to be foreseen, for how could anyone think that sniffer dogs chasing after an easily recognisable formula could lightly abandon the confusion and license in which easy success can be found for a method that is tight and a product of the will, wholly internal, wholly constructive, wholly a synthesis, and merciless to any attempts at a hasty realisation.' 

and in his Modern Painting, published in 1917:

'Beside Picasso's art, which is all a matter of sensibility, these works [of the 'Salon Cubists'] appear as thoroughly willed, massive, restrained. Lightheartedness and humour in the first, a solemnity reaching the level of the dramatic in the others; an art of analysis on the one hand; an art that is going towards synthesis on the other.'

For Gleizes, then, and, more ambiguously, Metzinger, the analytical is seen as a phase to be got over; the end of the research is synthesis. Synthesis good; analysis bad. At this time, then, the distinction between 'analytical' and 'synthetic' Cubism could be seen not as two successive phases of the history of Cubism as presented by Barr but as two parallel schools - Picasso and Braque and possibly Metzinger on the one hand (analysis), the 'Salon' or 'Puteaux' Cubists on the other (synthesis).

(d)  'Synthetic Cubism' and the 'total image'

We may imagine that Kahnweiler's hostility to synthesis is related to his hostility to the 'synthetism' of Gauguin and his followers, especially Paul Sérusier. This is a theme he develops at some length in his book on Gris. Essentially he sees their synthetism as a merely decorative art without real intellectual content, ultimately destined to collapse into mere abstraction. When Kahnweiler evokes the plastic qualities of the painting this has nothing to do, he wants us to understand, with anything that might please the eye. What interests him are the plastic properties of the object to be represented not those of the picture plane. The flatness of the picture plane is stressed as a problem to be overcome not an opportunity to be siezed. There is nothing of the 'jouissance' or 'saveur' which recur in the writings of Metzinger and Gleizes, especially Gleizes.

By the 1940s, when he wrote his book on Gris, however, Kahnweiler was reconciled to the analytical/synthetic model more or less as Barr presents it, as two successive phases in the work of Picasso and Braque, the transition from the one to the other being marked by the appearance of the papier collé.
  The distinction he draws now is that while analytical Cubism was still a struggle with an external model in particular circumstances in a particular light, synthetic Cubism was an art that was entirely 'conceptual' (p.223). The particular guitar in a particular light has vanished to be replaced by a guitar which is entirely the artist's own invention:

'Gris decidedly gives up presenting the spectator with a host of pieces of information, the fruits of empirical observations on the objects he wants to show him. He gives him a synthesis of it, which is to say he gathers what he knows into a single meaningful form - in a unique emblem.' (p.221)

He is at pains, though, to stress that this is not an advance into any formalist abstraction and that it is a continuation of, not a break with, the concerns of the analytical Cubism that had gone before:

'Gris can invent new emblems to write 'table', 'guitar' or indeed 'violin', but it was his firm intention to incorporate scrupulously into those emblems his whole knowledge of the plastic qualities of the solid that was being represented. There was no question of renouncing the researches that had led to analytical Cubism, simply of condensing, in a single sign, the many enumerations that had been made previously. It was all very well Gris being sure [Gris avait beau être certain] that this sign constituted the total figuration which remained his unchangeable end. Only the example of Mallarmé could give him the absolute assurance that others shared this conviction, that the spectators would find the integral object that he intended to represent, transported however on a higher plane: "idea gay [rieuse] or lofty".' (p.226. The quotation is from Mallarmé)

But what is the 'total figuration' [figuration totale] if it is not Metzinger's 'total image' of 1910? And the whole passage is indeed reminiscent of Metzinger's letter to Gleizes nearly thirty years earlier, in 1916, reproaching Gris for not doing much what Kahnweiler praises him for doing, also in 1916. And Metzinger also says:

'No, painting is a language, which has its syntax and laws. That one shakes this armature up to give more force or liveliness to the expression is not only a right, it is a duty, but one must never lose sight of the End. But the End is neither the subject not the object nor even the picture, the end is the idea ...  Le Douanier was a simple man but he is closer to Mind [l'Esprit] than Cézanne or Renoir! Le Douanier did not have big things to say, but he painted to express things and not just to give us ocular - I was going to say culinary - delights. My dear Gleizes, whether you like it or not, you are a cerebral, and intellectual, and I am sure you're not going to try to salvage the old boat of "Painting for its own sake"'

Kahnweiler's description of what Gris was doing in 1916 resembles what Metzinger said he and his friends were doing in 1910 and it marks not really a qualitative change (from analytic to synthetic) but rather a continuation of the same effort, a difference in intensity rather than in substance. The whole interest is concentrated on 'the integral object ... transported however on a higher plane.' But what is that 'higher plane', given that Kahnweiler does not appear to have any religious leanings? Talking of Gris' synthetic Cubism he briefly invokes Plato (p.228). But he quickly changes the subject, as well he might, since the notion that Gris is giving us the Platonic idea of a guitar is as absurd as the notion that he is giving us the Kantian thing-in-itself.  For Kahnweiler, the higher plane is 'poetic' in a sense argued for by Mallarmé. It is a mysterious effect generated in the mind by the object and I would suggest that it is not a million miles removed from what Metzinger is referring to with his 'Mind' or 'idea'.

Kahnweiler insists that the object which generates this poetic effect, this idea, should itself be indifferent (and by 1916, Metzinger, Severini and Diego Rivera as well as Gris were all concentrating their attention on still lifes). This poetic effect generated by the transformation of an everyday object into art will reappear when we come to consider Marcel Duchamp and his relation to On "Cubism". Duchamp's development was independent of Kahnweiler but they both have this much in common - they both represent ideas which we can associate with Metzinger, but stripped of the painterly, plastic qualities on which Metzinger, in spite of his strictures to Gleizes, continued to insist. And which remained throughout the central preoccupation of Gleizes himself.

(e)  Gleizes' view of the phases of Cubism

Robbins presents Barr's analytical/synthetic model as the first serious attempt to account for the evolution of Cubism in time. There was, however, already in existence another - in my view much more satisfactory - model and it is surprising that Robbins, of all people, did not draw attention to it. In the 1920s, Gleizes, seeing Cubism as a struggle to understand the nature of form, divides it into three phases. In the first, the emphasis is, as we have seen, on the solid, three dimensional, sculptural qualities of form. In the second, the form - still identified with the object to be represented - is examined from different angles and reassembled on the canvas. Since the illusion of a third dimension is still present, the conventional single point perspective is replaced by a 'multiple perspective'. In the third, the painters reconcile themselves to the essentially flat nature of the picture space which itself embodies the possibility of a new, dynamic, purely pictorial (though not necessarily non-representational) concept of form. It is this insistence on the flatness of the picture space that is most characteristic of the research both Kahnweiler and Barr identify as 'synthetic'.

The argument is best expressed in his comments on the illustrations in Cubism (1928). This really lies outside the scope of the present study which is centred on On "Cubism" and related texts and therefore almost exclusively on Gleizes' second phase of Cubism - multiple perspective. An English translation of the 1928 Cubism with the illustrations is available on my website at http://www.peterbrooke.org/form-and-history/texts/the-epic/It shows convincingly that all the major artists - Picasso and Braque included - passed through all three phases, that they all did indeed 'march in lock step across the same evolutionary phases of development ...'

HIGHER GEOMETRIES

(a)  Precedents: Charles Henry and Peter Lenz

Kahnweiler in his book on Gris is anxious to stamp hard on any suggestion that Cubism (which is to say, for him, Picasso, Braque, Léger, Gris) could be understood as a mathematical art and, in particular, any notion that Picasso, Braque and Gris might have been influenced by the ideas of their friend Maurice Princet, who had a lively interest in new - non-Euclidean - gometrical systems (p.185). This view has been challenged in Linda Dalrymple Henderson's highly influential The Fourth Dimension and Non-Euclidean Geometry in Modern Art, a study that draws on an enormous wealth of documentation to illustrate the importance of its theme throughout the history of Cubism and of the earliest abstract art. Henderson's book represents a substantial opening up of the real history of early twentieth century art, Cubism included. In her discussion of the 'Salon Cubists', however, she maintains the division - still virtually unquestioned at the time she was writing - between 'analytical' and 'synthetic' Cubism and continues to treat the work of the Salon Cubists as contingent on that of Picasso and Braque. In the historiography of Cubism it is therefore, to use a terminology favoured by Gleizes, a reform rather than a revolution.

There was of course nothing new in the Cubists' interest in mathematics. A connection between mathematics and painting had already been established by the Neo-Impressionists, Seurat and Signac, and by the Nabi, Paul Sérusier. Although Sérusier's interest in the Golden Section and the root rectangles was entirely Euclidean in nature,
 Seurat and Signac were associated with Charles Henry who was arguing for the scientific idealism that seems to me the most important notion that needs to be retained in the present discussion.  That is, to recapitulate, the view - or rather 

recognition of the fact - that whether or not the world exists independently of consciousness it is only as a phenomenon of consciousness that it can be known. 

Henry was an adept of the science of 'psycho-physics' proposed by the German Gustav Fechner, which argues that physics is nothing other than the study of mental processes. It consequently attached more importance than classical or practical physics to aesthetics, refusing Locke's distinction between primary and secondary qualities and insisting that the effect of colours and form on the sensibility was as much a reality, and deserved as much attention, as studies of mass, distance and velocity. The psycho-physicists also insisted that these were measurable, that aesthetic pleasure could be translated into numbers, that certain proportions were pleasing (or dynamogène) and others displeasing (or inhibitoire). Henri Bergson's Essai sur les données immédiates de la conscience is largely an attack on this idea that subjective experience is susceptible to measurement and though Charles Henry is not named it seems reasonable to assume that Bergson has him in mind, the more so since an outright polemic against Henry was launched on similar grounds by the very Bergson influenced Georges Sorel.
 Straightaway we may remark that one of the themes running through On "Cubism" is a distinction between what is measurable and what is immeasurable.

Henry was to play a role in the later history of Cubism, exercising great personal influence on both Gino Severini and Albert Gleizes.
 I have found no signs of any involvement in the earlier history of Cubism but it is difficult to believe that it did not interest him.

Metzinger tells us in Cubism was Born that even at Nantes, prior to his arrival in Paris, he had already come to the conclusion, in opposition to his academically minded teacher, Hippolyte Touront, that the secret of an art able to resist the ravages of time, lay in number and proportion. It was the precise measurement of the red stockings in the painting ascribed to Murillo that gave it its strength. It was on the basis of this conviction that he turned to the Neo-Impressionists. He claims to have painted in the Neo-Impressionist manner solely on the basis of what he had read about them prior to ever having seen one of their paintings.

We may also note Paul Sérusier's passing comment, 'I am the father of Cubism'.
  Kahnweiler, ridiculing the assertion as we might expect, points to the fact that one of his pupils at the Académie Ranson was Roger de la Fresnaye (Juan Gris, p.184). Henderson claims (Fourth Dimension, p.61) that la Fresnaye formed the link between the circle of Alexandre Mercereau (Gleizes, Metzinger and Le Fauconnier) and the Société Normande de la Peinture Moderne, which included the Duchamp brothers who were to play a particularly important role in the history of the relations between mathematics and Cubism.

(b) The subjective experience of space

None of this brings us into the territory of Non-Euclidean geometry and the Fourth dimension but I think it establishes a useful starting point for the discussion. The idea is already well established that there is a relation between the human sensibility and numbers and that mathematical formulae can be helpful in creating an effect that is unrelated to the associations, pleasurable or otherwise, of the painting's subject matter. Metzinger's Neo-Impressionist paintings are distinguished (like those of his friend at the time, Robert Delaunay) by the fact that he uses much larger dots of colour and these may be organised into clearly delimited blocks bound by what amount to being curves, arabesques and straight lines in a way that suggests Seurat's own last paintings and Signac's Portrait of Félix Fénéon, both heavily influenced by Henry.
  He then goes into a still highly coloured, rather Gauguin-like, arabesque Fauvism in which it is tempting to see the influence of Sérusier; and it is from there that he jumps, rather startlingly (as we shall see, it startled his friend Apollinaire
), to his first Cubist paintings, exhibited in the Salon d'Automne in 1910 and showing a very obvious influence of the near contemporary work of Picasso and Braque. At much the same time he wrote the Note on Painting, which groups Picasso, Braque, Delaunay and Le Fauconnier together as representatives of a common school. It is, then, in the Note on Painting that we might reasonably hope to have some idea of the reasons for his dissatisfaction with his own earlier work. In it, he says:

'Cézanne showed us how forms live in the reality of light. Picasso brings us a material account of their real life as it is lived in the mind; he lays the basis for a free, mobile pespective out of which the judicious mathematician Maurice Princet has deduced a whole geometry.'

'Their real life as it is lived in the mind.' Much later, writing in the Afterword to the 1947 edition of On "Cubism" he says:

'It is no longer enough to look at the model, the painter must think it. He brings it into a space that is at once spiritual and plastic, about which it is not entirely frivolous to talk about the fourth dimension. There, proportions become qualities; sensations are no longer tied to a rigid system of axes and it is their expressive value alone that determines the order in which they are shown. The situation of the different parts of a figure, a still life, a landscape, no longer depends on that of the other parts; it depends on their situation in the mind of the artist, on their true situation ... Outside science and its instruments, the object - a group of sensations - can only be seized in its entirety by memory or by desire. It is to the representation of the internal reality, the only one that counts from the point of view of art, that Cubism is attached.'

And this echoes much of the language of On "Cubism" itself, for example:

'He [Courbet] had no notion of the fact that it is only through the operation of thought that the visible world becomes the real world, and that the objects that strike us most forcefully are not always those that are the most rich in truths of a plastic nature.'

And again:

'To establish pictorial space, we must turn to tactile and motor sensations, to all our faculties. It is our whole personality which, contracting or expanding, will transform the plane surface of the painting. As, in response, this plane will reflect this personality onto the understanding of the person looking at it, we can define pictorial space as follows: an exchange, accessible to the senses, between two spaces that are themselves subjective.'

What is meant by 'tactile and motor sensations' is explained in Cubist technique: 

'Perspective obliges us to use a trapezoid to depict the square facade of a house if we are looking at it from an angle. We have to forget everything we have learned through a long experience of movement and of touch under the supervision of the reason.'

So, simply, it is not only through immediate vision that we know what shape things are but also through our daily experience of movement and touch. It is, to use an example given later in the essay, by turning it in our hand that we know the orange has a uniform colour, and by feeling it that we know it is a globe. The artist has a perfect right to make use of that knowledge. 

Henderson uses the reference to 'tactile and motor sensations' to point to the influence of Henri Poincaré, whose Science and hypothesis contains a chapter on 'Space and Geometry' which discusses, together with non-Euclidean geometry and the fourth dimension, 'tactile and motor space'. But I think we must be careful to avoid giving the impression that Metzinger, or any of the other painters with the possible exception (I shall discuss this further on) of Marcel Duchamp, are attempting to follow a formula, or put into practise an idea they have discovered in Poincaré. On the contrary. They are dissatisfied with the conventional laws of painting, the need to fit everything into an illusion of a three dimensional box, because it inhibits them from expressing certain qualities that interest them. These are essentially plastic qualities, even though Metzinger will insist (and Gleizes would presumably agree with him at this time) that they derive from thoughts and feelings excited by contact with objects found in the external world. Hence the rejection of abstraction, which the painters identify with mere decoration, and the insistence that their art is 'realist'.

It is realist but the reality in question lies in the mind and in the subjective experience of the artist who, being an artist, is probably interested in plastic qualities. Out of this whole 'group of sensations' - which include tactile and motor sensations - the artist will choose those aspects that can be expressed on the flat surface of the canvas, and out of them a 'total image' will appear:

'Picasso does not deny the object, he illuminates it with his intelligence and with his sensibility. To perceptions that are visual, he adds perceptions that are tactile. He undergoes an experience, he comes to an understanding of it, he organises it. The painting that results will be neither a transposition nor a schematic representation. In it we will contemplate the equivalent, made accessible to the senses and brought to life, of an idea - the total image.' (A Note on Painting)

It is obvious that such a conception is incompatible with conventional perspective. Perspective, which is itself a geometrical formula,
 imposes certain conditions on the painter which seriously inhibited this process of thinking the object through. To quote Cubism was Born:

'Exaggerating reliefs and depths, the painters struggled to create an absurd, theatrical space in which two sides of a pathway would come together and prevent the traveller from going any further; the circular opening of a vase was reduced to a simple straight line; and a blessing was given to all the imperfections of our visual mechanism, all with the infantile aim of adding a supplementary dimension to what, since the time of the original Chaos, only possesses two.' 

The ambition to produce the object as it is thought and not as it is seen necessarily implied a different space: in fact it implied a different space for each painting. In Cubism was Born, referring to Gleizes, Metzinger says he had 'never heard Maurice Princet construct an infinite number of different spaces for the use of painters ...' And in On "Cubism", there is a very interesting formula - very interesting for the future development of Gleizes - that the form creates its own space: 'The Cubist painters are aware of this, those who tirelessly study pictorial form and the space to which it gives rise.'

The form is not something that exists in a neutral element called 'space'. Every picture (indeed every plastic experience of any sort, including walking round a room) causes us to experience space differently and, since space is itself nothing other than a subjective experience, each of these spaces is different, each has its own laws. And the possibilities are infinite.

Did the painters learn this from the study of geometrical textbooks? It would be equally possible to say that scientists such as Helmholtz and Henry learned it from the artists (of different sorts. The whole line of thought passes through Goethe). The most important thing to retain - and the point is stressed in On "Cubism" - is that the painters are not copying any formula devised by the geometers. But we can easily imagine the excitement they must have felt when they realised that their own dissatisfaction with classical perspective - and their conviction that the reality of the world lay in their own experience of it, and that this was much richer than could be conveyed by the conventional means of description and copying appearances - was shared by many scientists. And that each of the two sides had a lot to learn from the other.

(c) Metzinger, Gris and Maurice Princet

None of this is to suggest that Metzinger at least did not see the new geometries as having implications for the actual practice of painting. I would suggest, against the suggestions of Henderson and of Arthur Miller (in his Einsten, Picasso - Space, Time and the Beauty that causes Havoc) that Picasso's interest was largely philosophical rather than practical. He would have seen the analogy and it would have reinforced his conviction that he was on the right track, but (despite Metzinger's remark that: 'As for Picasso, the specialist [Princet] was amazed by the rapidity of his understanding. The tradition he came from had prepared him better than ours for a problem to do with structure.'
) it is difficult to imagine him using real mathematical calculations to establish the proportions and overall construction of his paintings. It is much easier to see mathematical calculation in the beautiful, strong lines of construction we find in Metzinger.

Herschel Chipp says that: 'At one time, Metzinger and Gris underwent a study of geometry under the direction of Princet in order to explore these possibilities.'
 He does not give a source for this but we may assume he had it from an interview Metzinger gave him in 1952. It would be interesting to know when this occurred. There is a particularly intense artistic relationship between Metzinger and Gris which lasted through the period of the war but which has been occulted by the accounts of Kahnweiler and his epigones.
 

In another letter written by Metzinger in Paris to Gleizes in Barcelona during the war (4/7/16), he says:

'After two years of researches I have succeeded in establishing the foundations of this new perspective about which I've talked to you so much. It is not the materialist perspective of Gris nor metaphysical perspective - I take responsibility for the word. You cannot imagine how much I've worked since [the start of] the war, working outside painting but for painting. The geometry of the fourth space has no more secret for me. Previously I only had intuitions, now I have certainties. I have made a whole series of theorems on the laws of displacement [déplacement], of reversal [retournement] etc. I have read Schoute, Rieman (sic), Argand, Schlegel
  etc.

'The practical result? A new harmony. Do not take the word harmony in its commonplace [banal] meaning, take it in its original [primitif] meaning. Nothing is anything other than numbers. The mind [esprit] hates the immeasurable, it has to be reduced. That is the secret. Nothing is left over once the operation is completed [pas de reste à l'opération]. Painting, sculpture, music, architecture, lasting art is never anything other than a mathematical expression of the relations that exist between the internal and the external, the self [le moi] and the world.'

The importance of this letter for the history of Cubism in Paris during the war cannot be exaggerated, but that lies outside the scope of the present study, which is concerned with On "Cubism" and its associations. There are, however, several points that should be retained. First, the association/rivalry with Gris (which we have also seen in the letter of 26th July 1916 quoted above). Secondly, the fact that Metzinger claims to have been working directly on mathematics - 'I have made a whole series of theorems'. Thirdly the emphasis on mathematics as the link between the mind and the world as it exists outside the mind. And fourthly, that everything in art is measurement: L'esprit haït l'incommensurable - the mind hates the immeasurable. That in Metzinger's view is what art is - the reduction of the intolerable chaos of existence to the harmony of numbers.

The last point is especially important because it contradicts the argument of On "Cubism", which actually celebrates an aspect of art that is 'incommensurable':

'we must act in such a way that no two parts with the same extension should find themselves together in the painting. Good sense approves of this and explains it: if one part repeats another part, the whole becomes measurable, and the work ceases to be a means of giving our personality (which is not susceptible to measurement, since nothing in it is ever repeated) a permanent form [une fixation de notre personnalité].'

We may, I think, reasonably speculate that this emphasis on the immeasurable comes from Gleizes and that it marks a longstanding disagreement between the two painters over the usefulness of these mathematical researches. In the year following his receipt of this letter, Gleizes wrote, in Modern Painting:

'we spoke of the sterility to which art would be led by dangerous adventures [incursions] in the squaring of the circle, or in the mathematical absolute of a Henri Poincaré. Already before their birth, which we could tell was coming, we were chary of the dogmas, the hermeticisms, destructions disguised under the mask of a new construction.'

Gleizes is responding to the fashion for the new geometries that was surrounding him among the admirers of Marcel Duchamp in New York but he must have been aware that he was distorting Metzinger's thought - or else trying to recall him to an earlier position he thought had been agreed between them. The most relevant passage in On "Cubism" has often been quoted:

'The Cubist painters are aware of this, those who tirelessly study pictorial form and the space to which it gives rise.

'We have fallen negligently into the habit of confusing this space either with pure visual space or with Euclidean space.

'Euclid in one of his postulates asserts that figures do not change their shape when put into motion - which spares us the need to say anything more about that.

'If anyone wanted to attach the painters' space to any sort of geometry they would have to turn to the non-Euclidean specialists, to reflect on certain of the theorems of Riemann.'

Which seems to suggest that the painters do not base themselves on any sort of geometry but if they did, it would have to be non-Euclidean.

Metzinger elaborates on this theme in Cubist Technique when he says: 

'I admit that Cubist perspective does touch upon certain geometrical expressions that official science likes to characterise as Utopian, and I am not even far from believing in the existence of an artistic geometry which is still only in a germinal stage. This, however, has no bearing on the state of the Cubist technique as it is at the present time.'

Which complements the letters of 1916. Cubism in 1912 is not based on any specific geometry but Metzinger has the feeling it could be and that non-Euclidean geometry could provide it. By 1916 he believes he has found it.

Nonetheless I would suggest that if Metzinger and Gris did set themselves to studying under the direction of Princet, it was before On "Cubism" was written and probably before 1912, when Gris gave up his work as a satirical cartoonist to concentrate full time on painting. This is speculation on my part and my evidence is admittedly tenuous.

In a passage already quoted in Cubism was Born, Metzinger says: 'Albert Gleizes did not know Montmartre, had never seen anything of Picasso or Juan Gris, never heard Maurice Princet construct an infinite number of different spaces for the use of painters ...' 

This implies that Metzinger saw Gris as a significant player in Cubism prior to his own friendship with Gleizes, which began in 1910 and continued through 1911 and was therefore prior to Gris emerging as a painter in his own right. In the Salon d'Automne of 1910, Metzinger exhibits work that looks like a copy of the 'analytical Cubism' of Picasso and Braque. Much the same could be said of the Nude he exhibits in the Salon des Indépendants in 1911. It is unfortunate that these paintings are lost
 but they appear from the photographs to be characterised by a Picasso/Braque like spatial ambiguity. The same could not, however be said for Tea-time, exhibited in the Salon d'Automne in 1912. Here, everything is clear, precise and measurable. The whole is inscribed in a beautifully constructed armature of straight lines and curves whose relation to each other is not determined by the figuration (the woman enjoying her tea) but interweaves with it in a manner that is entirely intelligible. We can see clearly how the lines interact with each other.

John Richardson, no friend of Metzinger, tells us, without giving a source, that this was the picture that persuaded Gris of the importance of numbers in painting.
  Gris starts painting seriously in 1911, and first exhibits in the Salon des Indépendants in 1912. He appears with two styles. In one of them a grid structure appears that is clearly reminiscent of the Goûter and of Metzinger's later work in 1912. In the other, the grid is still present but the lines are not stated and their continuity is broken. Their presence is suggested by the heavy, often triangular, shading of the angles between them (the illustration to On "Cubism" is an example as is the portrait of Picasso). Both styles are distinguished from the work of Picasso and Braque by their clear, rational and measurable quality.

Given that Princet lived into his nineties and amassed a small fortune
  without changing his job as actuary for the L'Abeille Insurance Company, it is surprising how little we know about him. At some point - but I am not in a position to say when - he seems to have disappeared completely from the history of painting. One thing we do know however is that he ridiculed the manner in which perspective reduces, say, the opening of a cup, which we all know to be a circle, to an ellipse. He taught that the full circle should be shown. We have this from an interview with André Lhote in 1952,
 but a related argument (on painting what we know as opposed to what we see) features prominently in the account of Cubism in Gino Severini's From Cubism to Classicism
 in a passage which I take to be largely a critique of Metzinger. It is also posed in an essay by Gleizes - Painting and Descriptive Perspective - published in 1927. Gleizes makes the crucial point that the reason for showing the full circle and not the perspective ellipse is not to convey more information about the nature of a cup but because the circle has more esemplastic (I feel free to use this invaluable word in my own voice) power than the ellipse.
 

Juan Gris' drawing, Man in a Top Hat of 1912, is a text book illustration of the device and the treatment of the top hat clearly resembles that of the hat in Metzinger's Portrait of Albert Gleizes, begun in 1911.
 Gris' picture is ambiguous. It can be seen either as a joke - the habits of the Assiette au Beurre cartoonist dying hard - or as an unsuccessful attempt to do something he has not yet mastered. But if it is seen as satirical, he is satirising himself since the painting is done on the same principle as the unquestionably serious Portrait of Germaine Raynal or the Watch with Sherry Bottle. Fragments of the object are taken from different angles and inscribed in an easily readable grid of parallel lines. It is these lines that primarily determine the esemplastic power of the painting.

My suggestion then is that Metzinger studied with Princet in 1911 and that this contributed to the transition from the Nude of the Salon des Indépendants to Tea-time, shown later in the year in the Salon d'Automne. Gris, impressed by Tea-time, joined them and this contributed to his own development - parallel to that of Metzinger, though in the event Gris did not take it very far - of a grid based painting in 1912.

One article by Princet has, as it happens, survived
  - the introduction to the catalogue of a 1912 exhibition by Robert Delaunay and Marie Laurencin, artists we do not normally associate with interest in the new geometries though Delaunay did have a lively interest in scientific colour theory. It is a reflection on the relation between sensibility and intellectual rigour and, though it argues for intellectual rigour, it is by no means the sort of display of superfluous erudition one might have expected following the accounts of the old, Kahnweiler-based, school of Cubist historiography. It is quite clearly written from a love of painting and painting, not an intellectual theory, is the end it envisages. Princet's relations with Delaunay, and his reservations with regard to Picasso and 'the Cubists', will be discussed later in the present essay.

"BERGSONIAN CUBISM"

(a) Mark Antliff: Inventing Bergson
There has, in recent years, following the impulse given by Daniel Robbins, been a great improvement in the historiography of Cubism. It is now generally recognised that Cubism was not simply something 'invented' by Picasso and understood to a greater or lesser degree by a host of 'followers'; that painters such as Delaunay, Gleizes, Metzinger had their own distinct concerns and cannot be judged on the basis of criteria derived from Picasso and Braque. Put very crudely, Kahnweiler tried to inhibit any notion that the Puteaux or Salon Cubists were to be taken seriously; but of late these other Cubists have been taken very seriously indeed. An enormous amount has been written about them.

This development has, however, been accompanied by a shift of emphasis away from the nature and quality of the painting to the social and political ramifications of the artists' ideas, and their situation in relation to the general culture and intellectual currents of the time. It still has not tackled what I regard as the real, important achievement of Cubism - the development of a new esemplastic order independent of the perspective mechanism - an achievement that implies a change in attitude with wideranging implications for our ways of understanding the world.

The outstanding representative of the new school, at least so far as it concerns On "Cubism", is Mark Antliff. At the end of his book, Inventing Bergson, he gives a brief account of his own personal reasons for undertaking the project:

'My overarching agenda in writing this book has been to historicize avant-garde conceptions of space and time by treating them as categories bound up with the philosophical and political landscape of pre-World War I Paris ...' (p.168)

Inventing Bergson, then, takes Cubism as an event in the history of ideas - philosophical and political ideas rather than ideas specifically related to the problems of pictorial construction. The emphasis is on the subjects represented in the paintings. The pictorial means are of interest mainly as the means used to express an essentially non-pictorial idea. Hence the discussion between Antliff and another leading representative of the school, David Cottington, as to whether Gleizes's Town and River is simply an expression of nostalgia for the rural past (the town is dominated by a church) or whether the presence of a metal bridge signifies a reconciliation with modernity. 

I am not suggesting that such a discussion is irrelevant to the painters' concerns at the time, only that something more important was taking place and that Gleizes at least was aware of it. The emphasis in his writings is on the pictorial means not on the subject. He still regards the subject as necessary but it is a necessary pretext for the act of painting, not the end he is aiming at (Metzinger's approach, as we shall see shortly, was a little different). 

(b) What was the 'rhythm of the Greeks'?

But before going on to consider Antliff's main themes - the influence of Bergson and the articulation in Gleizes' work of a particular nationalist/racial ideology - I would like to address an ancillary question that may relate to the previous discussion on geometry.

Antliff's starting point is a debate which took place in the circles of the right wing French Nationalist and antisemitic movement, Action Française. The founder of Action Française, Charles Maurras, saw France as eminently embodying a Latin culture characterised by clarity, rationality and order. These he saw as being characteristic of the Latin mind, so France at its best was a continuation of the values of Roman civilisation at its best. The high point of French civilisation was the absolute monarchy of the seventeenth century, characterised by a rationalist mathematical philosophy and by classicism in all the arts - consciously looking, in the case of poetry, to Greco-Roman models.

This ideal, however, was challenged within Action Française by a group who favoured a more irrational, 'intuitive', myth-based approach. They supported modern tendencies in the arts, notably Symbolism, and were enthusiastic about the teaching of Henri Bergson. Some of the supporters of Cubism were aware of this dispute and they, and some of the Cubists themselves, used terms that can be identified as Bergsonian. Therefore, Antliff argues, this type of Cubism can be regarded as itself 'Bergsonian' and treated as a participant in the debate that had been occurring within the ranks of Action Française.

He observes, however, that in their earliest writings - Metzinger's A Note on Painting (November 1910) and Gleizes' essay on Metzinger (September 1911), the painters seem to locate Cubism within a Greco-Roman classical tradition. He interprets this as part of a strategy, formulated by their friend and ally Joseph Billiet, editor of L'Art libre in Lyon, to appropriate classicism to the Bergsonian side of the debate through the argument, which was indeed used by the painters, that an art is not classical if it is not also true to its own age.
  Gleizes, he suggests, developed away from this classicism towards an emphasis on the 'Gothic' Middle Ages and a commitment to a racial ideology that was Celtic and anti-Latin. 

The passage in A Note on Painting runs as follows:

'Is there a work among the most modern in painting or in sculpture that does not, secretly, submit to the rhythm of the Greeks?

'Nothing, from the primitives to Cézanne, has been able to break away definitively from the chain of variations that connects us to the hellenic theme. These days I see yesterday's rebels prostrating themselves unthinkingly in front of the bas-relief in Eleusis. Goths, Romantics, Impressionists, the old measure has triumphed over your admirable departures from rhythm [arythmés]; but your labour was not in vain. It has established in us the presence of another rhythm.

'The Greeks invented the human form for us. It is up to us to invent it again for others.

'This is not a matter of a 'partial' movement that has to do with known liberties, liberties of interpretation, of transposition etc. These are half measures! What we need is a total emancipation.'

Far from being an affirmation of classical values, the passage is advocating a 'total emancipation' from 'the rhythm of the Greeks' and the pursuit of 'another rhythm' that was prefigured, though not achieved, by the 'Goths, Romantics, Impressionists.' The article ends by hoping that 'Aphrodite, the Venus we find in the museums, the archetype of the perfection of form' - i.e. classicism - 'will go off and assume her proper place somewhere very far from us in some Platonist hierarchy'. Nothing is said about Latin culture.

The passage in Gleizes (Jean Metzinger, 1911) is a response to this:

'Did he [Metzinger] not write that we were dependent exclusively on principles invented by the Greeks; and that the researches of a modern artist should, by contrast, envisage the creation of plastic signs that would enrich the domain of our perceptions?'

Gleizes too is saying that we are totally dependent on the Greeks and that 'by contrast' the modern artist has to develop plastic signs that will develop our perceptions beyond the Greek 'mould type'. He goes on to say, however,  that the Graeco-Roman traditions and forms are so solidly rooted in us that this will be difficult. He outlines a theory of perception which is found again in On "Cubism" - that we can only make sense of what we see because we can compare it with the mould type. In our case the mould type is Graeco-Roman. There are other mould types - Hindu, Chinese, Egyptian, Negro - but they are useless to us, dangerous temptations. Gleizes is NOT saying that they are in themselves bad or inferior; but we can only develop in relation to what has gone before in our own culture. The end is still to break free of the Greek mould-type. This is very far from being a glorification of the Latin tradition.

It does, however, pose the question: what is meant by 'the Greek rhythm'? Since the Cubist debate turns on the question of perspective, one might think this is what Metzinger had in mind. And looking at it with eyes that are developing the ability to see esemplastically (the capacity that was developed in the Cubist era but has since been lost, largely as a consequence of photography), it is reasonable to interpret perspective, which imposes certain regularly repeated deformations on the objects in the painting, as a sort of rhythm. One must assume, however, that Metzinger knew the Greeks did not in fact use perspective. In which case he may be referring simply to the Greek idea of human beauty - 'Aphrodite, the Venus we find in the museums, the archetype of the perfection of form'. This too, since it is a matter of proportions, could be seen as a 'rhythm'; and it would seem to be confirmed in the last paragraph which is all on the theme of different ways of understanding female beauty.

There is, however, another possibility which I find very tempting though I am in no position to insist on it. This is that he is thinking of the Golden Section and perhaps in particular of the Canon of proportions worked out by the German Benedictine monk Desiderius Lenz, author of The Aesthetic of Beuron, translated into French and published by Paul Sérusier in 1905. Since Lenz's canon was primarily intended as a means of realising an ideal of human beauty - the beauty of Man at the original creation - the two interpretations are not mutually exclusive and the word 'rhythm' seems to fit the Lenz interpretation more easily.
 

Lenz saw his canon as Egyptian in origin but he argued that it had been adopted by the Greeks and thus provided the basis for Greek classical form. The secret of it - the underlying mathematics - had since been lost but, without being understood, it continues, Lenz argues, to inform our idea of beauty, we continue to copy its external appearances.

Metzinger tells us in Cubism was Born that he arrived in Paris already convinced that the secret of art lay in relations that could be expressed numerically and that it was because it appeared to be a mathematical art that he followed Neo-Impressionism. With such ideas in his head it is impossible that he would not have been interested in The Aesthetic of Beuron. The book itself only talks in very general terms but if he had followed the matter further and talked to Sérusier or his pupils who, as we have already noted, included Roger de la Fresnaye, he would have learned that the proportions of the human body can be expressed in the form of a network of interlocking geometrical shapes; and that differently proportioned rectangles (the 'root rectangles') have their own powerful esemplastic properties. Lenz's system resembles in many ways the 'dynamic symmetry' that was developed in America by Jay Hambidge in the 1920s and, also in the 1920s, the geometrical principles celebrated by Amédée Ozenfant and Charles Edouard Jeanneret in the pages of L'Esprit Nouveau.
 

In his transitional 'Fauve' period between Neo-Impressionism and Cubism, Metzinger's paintings do bear some resemblance to those of Sérusier. But A Note on Painting, which is the manifesto of his most Picasso-like period, rejects this tendency radically and in terms not dissimilar to those later used by Kahnweiler:

Painters, and nothing other than painters, it isn't their business to cast light on spiritual realities [ils n'enluminent pas les noumènes] after the manner of the all too brightly lit 'neo-primitives' - they do not believe in the stability of any system, even if it calls itself classical art ... If they condemn the deeply irritating absurdity of the theorists of 'feeling', they are careful not to draw painting into the speculations of an approach that is purely decorative.'

and:

'Independently of the deformations of the ignorant, or of stylisations that are frigid, form - which has for too many centuries been treated simply as the inanimate support for colour - is once again recovering its rights to life, to instability. To find in the Egyptians, the Greeks, the Chinese, what we need to respond to our modern desires, that is certainly a great admission of impotence!'

Gleizes' article suggests, however, that having rejected the Greek rhythm, 'the old measure', Metzinger had decided that it could not be done away with altogether; that it was so much a part of us that it had to be taken into account. I have suggested that this refers to the relatively conventional figuration of Tea-time, which is the manifesto painting for the period Gleizes is referring to. But he could also be referring to the grid of significantly proportioned rectangles that gives it the construction and which becomes the leading characteristic of Metzinger's painting for the next two years. If I am right in my earlier speculation that this is the period when Metzinger and Gris were studying with Princet we may think that Princet too was interested in the Sérusier/Lenz doctrine and that one of the effects of his teaching was to suggest that the Golden Section and root rectangles (which could easily be called 'the Greek rhythm') had their virtues. In this case, of course, the geometry is entirely Euclidean but Princet would have known that non-Euclidean geometry always stands in an intelligible relationship to the Euclidean postulates. And that the end of the exercise was not the elaboration of a geometry but to find in geometry elements, of whatever sort, that might be useful for the elaboration of painting.

All of this would certainly come under Bergson's own strictures on reading Metzinger's "Cubism" and Tradition as quoted by Antliff: 'What is common today is that theory precedes creation ... For the arts I would prefer genius, and you?' (p.3). Which is an approach ('the painter who knows nothing, who runs towards a pretty subject with his beard blowing in the wind'
) that Gleizes and Metzinger both liked to ridicule. Antliff finds in A Note on Painting the Bergsonian word 'intuition'; but it is used to refer to Delaunay, and both Gleizes and Metzinger liked to treat Delaunay as the wild intuitive child of nature - an image Delaunay himself also liked to cultivate, despite his interest in scientific colour theory. I am not, however, denying that On "Cubism" - with its own idea of intuition, of the depth of our mental space, of the manner in which the external world can only be known as a function of the mind, of the possibility of taking account of time in the painted work - enters into a general discourse of the period in which Bergson played an important part. It would indeed be interesting to make a comparison between the overall development of Gleizes' thought and that of Bergson and many parallels would be found. They are often preoccupied with the same questions. But the fact that terms such as 'intuition' and 'durée' appear in their writings does not seem to me sufficient to characterise them as 'Bergsonian Cubists' or to treat them as participants in the debate over Bergson that was taking place in the right wing of politics, useful as these observations are in helping us to understand the intellectual atmosphere of the time.

(c)  On Celtic Nationalism

Much the same can, I think, be said about Antliff's observations on 'Celtic nationalism', which he sees as a - possibly the - fundamental motivating force in Gleizes's development.

The argument is based on one sentence at the end of Gleizes' essay Cubism and Tradition: 'Nowadays, when our old Celtic origins are better understood, we must salute those who have preserved and passed on, more precious in every age, the legacy of our fathers, the 'master-builders' ["les maistres d'oeuvres"] and 'image-makers' [imagiers] of the Middle Ages.' That, I believe, is the only occasion on which Gleizes uses the word 'Celt' in his published writings, until a talk given in 1921 on the 'Rehabilitation of the Plastic Arts' (reproduced in Tradition and Cubism, 1927). Here Gleizes again describes France as having been originally Celtic; the Celts/Gauls are portrayed as having been especially receptive to Christianity - and hostile to Classicism. They were oppressed by the Romans and they welcomed the Franks as liberators (I record what he says. I don't say I agree with it). The combined Celts and Franks then enjoyed a high period of art and spirituality until the fourteenth century, when they again began to collapse back into a classical world view. Very shortly Gleizes would  definitively  - this would remain his position through the rest of his life - locate the collapse in the thirteenth century with the transition from 'Romanesque' to 'Gothic' - i.e. precisely the moment at which Cubism and Tradition sees the high point of French civilisation.

These are, I believe the only references to his own specifically Celtic identity he ever published. There is, however, one other reference, in an unpublished letter to Robert Delaunay, talking about their respective ambitions to establish artists' communities, Gleizes in Moly Sabata in the Rhone Valley, Delaunay near Paris in Nesles-la-Vallée:

'In fact it is very mediaeval and in the purest French tradition - that tradition that has its roots [s'enfonce] in the Celtic and which is distorted with the Renaissance ... You are like me and some others, painters who are essentially French or more accurately, to speak the truth, Celtic, and we renew with our origins. Lhote, for example, whose importance in our time I appreciate, seems to me nonetheless more and more to be the model [exemple type] of the confusion of a tradition that is lost through growing old, and of an intellectual formalism which people just won't renounce. The result is that he gives with talent the image of Italy in its decadence using geometrical systems to support a formal figure whose tendency these days is to vanish off the scene [ficher le camp]. Form, mobile act, how many can feel it today.' (Gleizes to Delaunay, February 1930)

The first two sentences certainly provide strong support for Antliff's thesis but in over forty years (c1910 to 1953), including some thirty five years in which Gleizes is writing abundantly, that is more or less all there is. Enough to establish that it is something that popped into his mind from time to time, but certainly not enough to establish it as one of his fundamental motivating ideas. 

Otherwise Gleizes does mention Celtic culture as an example of the 'rhythmic' cultures he admired and which he saw in particular periods experienced by all the peoples of the world. This is indeed one of his most important fundamental motivating ideas (poor Lhote belonging to a cycle that is in decline), but it is something that is presented as universal, of the nature of Man with a capital 'M', not specific to any particular race.

One thing that emerges from his 1921 support for the imaginary or real Franco-Celtic alliance is that he is most certainly not adopting the politics Antliff describes as being appropriate to Celtic Nationalism - support for a Celtic populace in revolt against a Frankish aristocracy. Nor - and this is a point I develop in my For and Against the Twentieth Century - could he ever be accused of being anti-German.

What Antliff has spotted that is interesting is that there was at the time, around 1913, a small Celtic nationalist revival associated with a movement called the Celtic League, and that some of Gleizes' friends were associated with it; also that this Celtic League regarded the French Middle Ages, the age of the cathedrals - which certainly  were very important to Gleizes - as peculiarly Celtic. He also shows, but it is a largely unrelated point, that Gleizes' defence in Cubism and Tradition of a distinctively French realist tradition in opposition to the Italian style introduced under Francis I, followed a line of thought that was well established in left wing art criticism in the nineteenth century, a line that had found important expression in the major exhibition in 1904 of the French 'primitives' of the early Renaissance.

Gleizes is certainly attaching himself to this tradition, and Antliff is also almost certainly right in thinking that the reference to 'our old Celtic origins' can be explained by his friends' involvement in the Celtic League. Perhaps the most important evidence for anything more substantial comes in the essay The Age of Drama, Attempt at a Modern Poetic Synthesis, by Gleizes' friend and colleague from the days of the Abbaye de Créteil, Henri Martin Barzun. The book is a useful guide to the whole movement issuing out of the Abbaye de Créteil of which Gleizes was a part and Gleizes is evoked as being in substantial agreement with it. It is largely a reflection on the relation between the individual and the collective, emphasising the collective. This would be one of the main themes of Gleizes unpublished book, written during the war, Art in the General Evolution. Gleizes would continue to collaborate with Barzun in the post war period, helping him to publish the two large volumes of his essay on the lessons to be learned from the war, Foundations of Europe.

In what appears to be an appendix to the main essay, Barzun says:

'France, with its glories, its epics, its peoples, its geniuses, its heroes - it is Amiens, it is Chartres, it is Reims, it is Notre Dame de Paris - it is not and it cannot be the Acropolis: let our art above all be that of our audacious gallo-Celtic race.' (p.95)

But the main essay includes this:

'One sole art dominating Europe and the world by the fusion of Saxon mysticism, Slav psychological sensibility, Latin intelligence and clarity in the genius of the French, the supreme organiser ... At present is it not the greatest spirits of Moscow, London, Paris, Berlin who effectively direct Europe and up to this day have prevented the crazed efforts to provoke war [les folles déchaînements belliqueux].' (p.30)

So Barzun's - so far as I can see rather shortlived - Celtic Nationalism was accompanied by an enthusiasm for other possible racial characteristics, and an international pacifism which Gleizes - and nearly all his circle - unquestionably shared. The evidence for this latter is much greater than the evidence for the Celtic theme and indeed was already - prior to the publication of Inventing Bergson - well established in the existing literature. It is a main theme of Daniel Robbins' unfortunately unpublished but nonetheless widely read Formation and Maturity of Albert Gleizes. Inventing Bergson is a useful corrective to Robbins's rather one-sided representation of Gleizes as part of a distinctly left wing tradition but in my view it leans too far on the other side of the question. It may be that a synthesis of Antliff and Robbins would get the balance more or less right.

But I confess that I myself do not have a clear or detailed idea of what Gleizes's pre-war political and social ideas might have been. The problem is both a lack of material and a too great abundance. The Gleizes archive really begins with the First World War which, assuming there is no material from the earlier period that has been lost, is when Gleizes begins to write seriously. So we have very little that concerns Gleizes personally. On the other hand, we have a huge amount of material about Gleizes' intellectual connections - basically all the manifold ramifications of the Abbaye de Créteil and the circle of Mercereau, Nayral and Figuière. No-one to my knowledge has yet gone through all this material in a methodical way. It would be an interesting thing to do but it would still amount only to a study of the circle which may not yield very much about Gleizes personally.

What Antliff has established is that at the beginning of 1913 Gleizes may have had some sympathetic interest in a shortlived and ineffective movement that aimed to celebrate the Celtic/Gallic roots of French culture. Where I disagree with him strongly is when the word 'Celt' which, we have seen, rarely appears in Gleizes' own writings - begins to be attached to all the personages who appear in his paintings, together with various Bergsonian expressions which also do not appear very often in Gleizes' own writings. Harvest Threshing becomes 'a pictorial confirmation of Pelletier's praise of the collective spirit and durée of the Celtic peasant ...' (pp.129-30. Robert Pelletier was the founder and chief theorist of the group). 'Gleizes' and Pelletier's association of the Celtic élan with Gothic architecture was celebrated by Gleizes in his Chartres and a year later The City and the River' (pp.130-2); in Gleizes' Fishing Boats of 1913 we learn that 'The labourers portrayed were of Celtic stock, bound up with the creative evolution of the French race, their labour, attuned to nature's rhythms, is itself a product of the generative force of biological creation.' (p.174) And again, Town and River 'is said to exemplify the creative élan nascent in the biological rhythm of the Celtic race.' (ibid.) He misses the Celtic women sewing and the Celtic footballers. Presumably Delaunay's Cardiff Team were Celts, though Antliff, showing a proper disregard for national-racial character, calls them 'English' (p.97).

Gleizes' peculiar 'reactionary' and racist turn of mind then gets passed on to the whole Puteaux group, apparently because Jacques Villon produced an etching based on Clouet's portrait of Francis I as an illustration to Cubism and Tradition. On the strength of this and the admiration that Raymond Duchamp-Villon expresses for Gothic architecture, we are told that 'by 1913, they [the Salon Cubists collectively and Fauves of the school of J.D.Fergusson] are united in their opinion that a racial character exists - a sure sign that the Bergsonianism propagated in these circles had taken a reactionary turn' (p.134). And: 'For the Puteaux Cubists, the purification and revival of the nation called for a return to its Celtic roots in the face of Cartesian and Germano-Latin cultural incursions.' This is immediately followed by a very stern warning against this kind of thinking because look what happened to the Aryans and the Jews ...

Let us concede that Gleizes saw himself as a Frenchman and believed and wrote that there was such a thing as a French national character which had its roots in pre-Roman Celtic Gaul. These were commonplaces of the age just as a certain superficial anti-racism and global consciousness are commonplaces of our own age. The question is not: did Gleizes think what was thought by everyone - that national character was a real phenomenon - but what use did he make of this belief? Did he, for example, regard Italians in the way in which Hitler regarded Jews? Obviously not. Cubism and Tradition attacks the Italianate tradition within French art. Anyone with a taste for Orthodox culture in Eastern Europe and Russia will probably have similar feelings about the Italianate tradition in Slav art. But Gleizes was most certainly not preaching hatred of the Italians. We have it on record from Gino Severini that of all the Cubist group Gleizes was the most welcoming to the Italian Futurist 'invasion' of early 1912 - certainly more welcoming and more seriously interested than Picasso.
  He is still, even in 1913, admiring the 'perfect' cycle that goes from Giotto to Raphael and later, when he comes to admire it somewhat less, he will often return to Cimabue as exemplifying the last moment of the old 'rhythmic' cycle he wishes to renew. And in the 1920s, when he first attempts explicitly religious themes, he begins with a work of analysing the Coronation of the Virgin by Fra Angelico.

(d) The French tradition

What, then, should be said about Cubism and Tradition? Certainly not that it was part of a 'spate of articles' which 'celebrated "our ancient Celtic origins" with a nationalistic enthusiasm that became more strident with each pronouncement', to quote David Cottington in Cubism in the Shadow of War (p.65). There were two articles which emphasised the French anti-Italian theme. Cubism and Tradition was the second; the first was the short response to the Inquiry on 'Cubisme devant les artistes' in the Annales politiques et littéraires in December 1912. Only one paragraph, albeit rather vehement ('the detestable Italian influence,') is given to the French/Italian theme in the Annales piece so really the 'spate' consists of Cubism and Tradition. The interest of this article lies not in the fact that it is nationalistic but in the nature of the qualities that are celebrated as being essentially French and essentially desirable for the future development of French art. And here one thing immediately springs to our attention in the context of the present discussion: they are not very Bergsonian.

They are summed up in the Annales article as follows:

'No-one should look for literature, moods, useless chatter in these canvasses any more than one will be stirred by the excitements [frissons] of the time, the season, the effects [jeux] of the sun, nor displays of knowledge in geography, anatomy etc. Drawing (which is not a synonym for reproduction), the study of the form by itself, the space it engenders, the weight of the bodies, architecture, invention, the colour that is appropriate to each inflection of the planes, those are the essentially plastic qualities which ought to be our concern and which we must develop tirelessly: in a word, what we are aiming at is a plastic wholeness [l'intégration plastique].' 

This is quite in line with his accounts of the typically French virtues which he gave a year previously in the essay on Metzinger and the review of the Salon d'Automne:

'we are now going back, as Guillaume Apollinaire put it very rightly, ' to an art that would be simple and noble, expressive and measured, passionate about the search after Beauty, coming back to principles with regard to colour, composition, drawing and inspiration.' (Jean Metzinger)

'Through the complete suppression of the brushstroke he [Metzinger] enters easily into our French tradition which has contributed only values of composition, the ordering of the picture, equilibrium established between the masses and the manner in which the forms are inscribed.' (Salon d'Automne, 1911)

No celebration of the irrational, no élan, no intuition even if, in the articles taken as whole, there is more than a soupçon of durée. In Cubism and Tradition, Péladan's idea that Clouet's Portrait of Francis II should express 'that King's love for Marie Stuart' is dismissed as ridiculous; Philippe de Champagne is praised for 'austerity, truth and unity'. The Le Nain brothers are praised as realists but for Gleizes the whole point of their realism is the indifference to subject matter: 'with them, we begin to sense that the beauty of a painting does not at all lie in the choice of the subject, and that the most modest representations even of commonplace themes can provide the occasion for very fine paintings.' No suggestion that the Le Nain brothers are painting Celtic peasants reduced to misery by Frankish aristocrats. The eighteenth century is dismissed for 'pedantry and preciosity'; but Chardin 'shows himself to be scornful of the subject so much prized by his contemporaries, in whom it is gossip, style, the grace of a pithy anecdote, the attempt through an expression to render character, that seduce the spectator much more, even in Watteau, than they touch him simply through the quality that belongs properly to painting.' 

We might note in passing that a significant proportion of the painters admired by Gleizes had Flemish connections. They therefore seem to be more Germanic than Celtic. Also that neither now nor later does he have anything to say about the enthusiasm for Britanny that became so widespread in the wake of Gauguin and would, one would have thought, have been of interest to a modernist anxious to recover his Celtic roots, especially since he had before him, as a regular visitor to Britanny, the example of Le Fauconnier.

It is these qualities that seem to me to be the theme of the article, not the articulation of a political commitment. But why should Gleizes think it important to stress this theme in 1912-13, immediately following the Section d'Or exhibition and the publication of On "Cubism"?

Cottington suggests that On "Cubism" was really written by Metzinger, that none of Gleizes distinctive ideas - which for Cottington mean the nationalism - appear in it and that the spate of two articles in which Gleizes expresses an ever more strident nationalism is Gleizes affirming what Metzinger would not let him affirm in On "Cubism".

But Metzinger too is perfectly willing to define himself as French, to talk about distinctively French characteristics and to inscribe himself in a French tradition. The trouble is that Metzinger's idea of what it is to be French is different from that of Gleizes. Metzinger likes the eighteenth century, and he particularly admires François Boucher and Nicholas Lancret. Lancret is usually regarded as a follower of Watteau, a painter of  Fêtes gallantes characterised by charm, wit, and mild sexual titillation, the very qualities Gleizes is attacking in Cubism and Tradition.
 

In 1912, Metzinger embarked on a series of paintings which Antliff and Patricia Leighten, in Cubism and Culture, describe as 'fashionably dressed women such as Woman with Hat, and The Yellow Feather, complete with such feminine accoutrements as lipstick, lace, dyed feathers, decorative fans and primitivist fabrics.' (p.140)
 As Leighten and Antliff remark, none of this was much calculated to appeal to Gleizes, who was at the same time working on the vast and 'majestic' Harvest Threshing. The difference has already been hinted at: Metzinger's A Note on Painting, for all the disapproval of Aphrodite, still sees defining feminine beauty as part of the artist's business. Gleizes' essay on Metzinger quotes him as thinking that by his methods 'the likeness can, to a quite considerable degree, be improved.' One feels that Gleizes himself has his doubts. But certainly Metzinger has the ambition to express delicate psychological traits of a kind that never interested Gleizes and which he really believed were not the painter's business.

The difference must have been quite startlingly evident at the Salon d'Automne and Section d'Or exhibitions of 1912, the very moment when the names of Gleizes and Metzinger were to be associated forever through the joint publication of On "Cubism". My suggestion is, then, that Cubism and Tradition may have been written for Metzinger's benefit - to tell him what the main lines of the French tradition of which he claims to be a part are, because he seems to be wandering off in what is, in Gleizes' eyes, a dangerously 'Italianate' direction.

PART TWO

ON "CUBISM" AND OTHER PAINTERS

PICASSO AND BRAQUE

(a) Gleizes v. Metzinger

Gleizes might also have been thinking of Picasso and Braque. The period when On "Cubism" was published and Gleizes wrote his two articles against Italian influence follows on the period - Summer/Autumn 1912 - when the papier collé was developed. Recent research has tended to suggest that these contain a deeply felt commentary on the politics of the day (war in the Balkans and the arrival in power of Poincaré's militaristic government). But at the time, for those who would not have thought of actually reading the newspaper cuttings pasted on these works, they would have looked like more or less amusing jeux d'esprit. Of the other leading Cubist painters of the time, only Gris took it up, though Metzinger defends it in his Cubist Technique - in terms rather similar to those later used by Kahnweiler, as a further means of conveying information about the object represented. But Gleizes and Delaunay were to inveigh against it with violence.
 

In a passage we have already quoted from Modern Painting, published in 1917, Gleizes draws a sharp distinction between, on the one hand, Picasso and Braque and, on the other, the French Cubists: 'Lightheartedness [allégresse] and humour in the first, a solemnity reaching the level of the dramatic in the others; an art of analysis on the one hand, an art that is going towards synthesis on the other.' And in Cubism and Tradition he complains about 'this Italian art that was so far removed from our original aspirations, so utterly immersed in Greek antiquity and lightheartedness [gaieté de coeur].' So the reproach he makes here explicitly against Picasso and Braque resembles the reproach he makes against the Italian influence. The impression that he may have the papiers collés in mind is reinforced when, at the end of the article, he says: 'plastic dynamism will emerge from the rhythmic relations of one object to another, or even the different appearances presented by one particular object juxtaposed - and not superposed as some would have us believe ...' The papiers collés were, obviously, superposed. Gleizes would eventually be converted to superposition; this, together with the role played in the process by the papiers collés, is discussed in my For and Against the Twentieth Century (eg pp.71-2). 

Cubism and Tradition continues with what looks more like a criticism of Metzinger: 'Finally ... it isn't a matter of inscribing the volume of a body geometrically, which is to say ... by closing the form in a geometrical form such as beginners are taught in the academies, but to establish new plastic connections between the purely objective elements out of which the painting is composed.' Metzinger's café society paintings do indeed look a little like representational fragments enclosed in simple geometrical shapes.

From the start, and indeed throughout their lives, their respective attitudes towards Picasso and Braque mark one of the most salient characteristics distinguishing Gleizes and Metzinger. The Note on Painting begins with a brief but very intelligent and admiring account of Picasso. Apollinaire responded to Metzinger's Nude in the 1910 Salon d'Automn with the famous description, ' a jackdaw dressed in peacock's feathers',
  the peacock being Picasso. In his major Salon review in L'Intransigeant he is equally negative but does not mention Picasso (though he does imply again that Metzinger is not being himself):

'In a corner, one might say in penance, have been hung the two canvasses of Jean Metzinger, who has set himself the task of trying out all the procedures of contemporary painting. Which is perhaps to lose precious time and disperse himself unprofitably. That can be seen in this contribution which seems to me a step backward for this artist. He should choose his way and keep to it. It is sad to see a cultivated painter waste himself in this way in efforts that are sterile.' (Chroniques d'Art, pp.155-6)

Apollinaire and Metzinger knew each other - a portrait of Apollinaire by Metzinger had been shown in the Salon des Indépendents earlier in the year. I am inclined to read these reviews not as a mark of any personal hostility towards Metzinger but rather as expressions of Apollinaire's instinctive dislike of Cubism as such. Apollinaire liked colour and poetry and had been an enthusiastic supporter of Picasso's 'blue' and 'pink' periods but this is the first occasion on which he mentions Picasso since the time of the Demoiselles d'Avignon. We may imagine that, though he remained in awe of Picasso, he did not like the turn Picasso's painting had taken and was unhappy to see Metzinger following him. But the youth and enthusiasm of the group of 'Salon Cubists' was to prove infectious and, once it became clear that this was where the energy of the age lay, Apollinaire threw his lot in with them, while  being all too willing the following year to believe that Cubism was transforming itself into the more colourful and attractive school to which he gave the name 'Orphism'.

The poet Roger Allard, reviewing the 1911 Salon des Indépendants, where Gleizes, Metzinger, Léger, Delaunay and Le Fauconnier appeared as a school and the word 'Cubism', which Apollinaire had already used in the 1910 article in Poésie, entered into the general consciousness, declares:

'I could without injustice omit to mention Picasso and Braque in discussing influences; and I would have done so had not Metzinger, with his delicately literary and highly impressionable nature, confessed not long ago to having looked at the pictures of these artists (who indeed are estimable) with other eyes than those of objective criticism.'

Thus he insists that the new school is resolutely French and quite independent of Picasso and Braque but Picasso and Braque have to be mentioned because Metzinger has mentioned them. He is probably referring to the Note on Painting. In fact, Picasso's influence is still quite evident in Metzinger's contribution to the Salon. 

In the essay on Metzinger written in the context of the 1911 Salon d'Automne, Gleizes recognises the importance of the contribution of Picasso and Braque, and that it was anterior to the Cubism of Room 41, but he argues that, all the same, Metzinger had recognised it as being insufficient. I do not think Metzinger ever says this in his own voice. On the contrary he continually uses Picasso as a reference. 

(b) Construction v. 'Impressionism of form'

Gleizes' article only refers to the paintings shown by Metzinger in the 1910 Salon d'Automne and 1911 Salon des Indépendants. But, he tells us in the Memoirs, he had seen much of Metzinger over the Summer and during the period when Metzinger was working on Tea-time, which was at the centre of their discussions (this might also, if my earlier argument is right, be the period when Metzinger was taking lessons from Maurice Princet). It is therefore reasonable to assume that, even though he does not mention it, Gleizes had Tea-time in mind when he wrote his article. He says: 

'Coming just at the moment of the triumph of Impressionism, when Matisse was beginning to show and to be important, Metzinger must, with his intelligence more than with his painter's sensibility, have seen early on that painting was floundering about in researches that were undermining preconceived notions but which only touched the superstructure; and that the very precious insights of Picasso and Braque did not, in spite of everything, break free from an impressionism of form which was still raised up in opposition to the impressionism of colour.'

Metzinger, then, like Gleizes, wants something solid and principled and does not find it in Picasso and Braque. Theirs is an 'Impressionism of Form.' Which I understand to mean that, although they broke up the visual impression of the object they scattered it about the canvas in what would have appeared to Gleizes to be an arbitrary fashion.

For Gleizes on the other hand the problem is to establish a solidity of structure that will embrace the whole area of the picture surface. Which means as a necessary precondition uniting the main subject of the painting with the background. He does not yet feel free to break up the integrity of the subject, showing it simultaneously from different angles, though he sees that this is what Metzinger is doing:

'In the plastic representation of a face, a portrait, Metzinger is convinced that by recording it on one and the same canvas first frontally then in profile - the two planes put together with a great deal of sensibility, which thus becomes very important - the likeness can, to a quite considerable degree, be improved.'

Gleizes is doubtful about it but willing to be convinced. He finds the 1910 Salon d'Automne nude unconvincing from the point of view that most interests him - that of the esemplastic power ('more a masterly demonstration of the total image than an achievement that was purely pictorial in character.'). But he is more convinced by the contributions to the 1911 Salon des Indépendants, and more convinced again by the Tea-time. I think it is Tea-time he has in mind when he continues his account of the technique of combining different views:

'It is obvious that to do this a measure will be needed which will provide something held in common between the tradition of the masters and the efforts of our own time. In sum, he wants to develop the visual field by multiplying it so that it can be inscribed within the space of the canvas itself, and that is where the cube has a role to play, and that is how Metzinger will make use of this means to re-establish an equilibrium that will have been broken  momentarily by this daring kind of inscription.'

This, then, is an advance towards ever greater clarity both in the representation and in the non-representational esemplastic structure. The 'cube' is chosen because it is a 'measure' that corresponds to the nature of the whole - rectangular - space of the canvas. This emphasis on clarity and construction marks, in Gleizes' eyes, an advance away from the influence of Picasso and Braque and their 'Impressionism of form'. Of the structure of Tea-time, Gleizes says in the Memoirs:

'The construction of his painting turns on the orchestration of these geometrical volumes, which shift their position, develop, interweave following the movements in space of the painter himself. Already we can see, as a consequence of this movement introduced into an art which, we were told, had no relation to movement, a plurality of perspective points. These architectural combinations of cubes supported the image as it appears to the senses, that of a woman whose torso is naked, holding in her left hand a cup while with the other hand she lifts a spoon to her lips. It can be easily understood that Metzinger is trying to master chance, he insists that each of the parts of his work must enter into a logical relationship with all the others. Each should, precisely, justify the other, the composition should be an organism as rigorous as possible and anything that looks accidental should be eliminated, or at least kept under control. None of that prevented either the expression of his temperament or the exercise of his imagination.' 

In his review of the Salon written for Les Bandeaux d'Or he suggests that Metzinger's painting could be regarded as dry and intellectual but that this is preferable to 'the flabbiness of the latest pictorial productions, which reveal a complete lack of any ability to affirm anything .' The particular innovation of Metzinger - with or without the help of Maurice Princet - is that the chosen fragments of the represented subject are inscribed in a system of cubes or rectangles which has its own purely plastic logic, strongly moored, it must be stressed, to the overall dimensions of the picture frame. This is not something we find typically in the work of Picasso and Braque. Nor do we find it in Gleizes. His own work of the time (Landscape, Meudon; The Hunt; the portrait of Jacques Nayral) is built up out of clearly defined interlocking areas of colour. There are no lines as such and certainly no parallel lines. He remains faithful to the teaching of Delacroix as transmitted by Signac: 'There are no straight lines in nature' and 'There are lines that are monsters: two parallels'.
 It is only very gradually that, from 1912 onwards, distinct lines and even parallel lines begin to appear in Gleizes' work. They are used however with much less obvious regularity - they could not be described as  a system of interlocking cubes. There is also a greater use of curved lines - Metzinger's curved lines tend to belong to the representation more than to the structure.

Much later on, Gleizes' disciple Anne Dangar, summed up the end served by this construction with the phrase: 'Every line, every colour, every shape, comes from somewhere and goes somewhere.'
 Even in this period, before Gleizes could have put it into so many words, this is what distinguishes Gleizes' work, and often that of the other Salon Cubists, from Picasso and Braque. It is easier to enter into the play of lines and colours. The plastic elements or signs in Picasso and Braque are so powerful that we are invited to, we want to, do the same but when we attempt it we are rebuffed. Nothing leads anywhere, nothing is willing to sacrifice its own individuality, so it is not surprising that the literature on them remains so relentlessly analytical. It notices details - a chimney corner here, a piece of lettering there, there a moustache, there a newspaper cutting about the Balkans war.

(c) Picasso and Braque as they feature in On "Cubism"

Picasso and Braque appear in the illustrations to On "Cubism" - one illustration each as opposed to five each for Gleizes, Metzinger and Léger. This has seemed to admirers of Picasso and Braque to be a little unbalanced
 but it may not have been Gleizes' or Metzinger's fault. Kahnweiler's policy was to exercise tight control over the public presentation of the artists he supported. Picasso perhaps and Braque certainly could not have appeared in the book at all without his consent. When we consider his hostility to the Salon Cubists (which, he claims in My Galleries and my Painters, dates back at least to the 1911 Indépendants) it is surprising that he gave it. He may well have calculated that they had to be present but not sufficiently to lend credibility to the book. Otherwise we might interpret the manner in which they appear as reflecting Gleizes' view that, like Cézanne and Derain, who also appear (and Derain too would have required the consent of Kahnweiler) they were important precursors but not practitioners of the sort of painting he was defending.

They also, I believe, appear in the text. David Cottington sees a reference to them in the remark about painters who are overly hermetic
 : 

'Just as much as synchronistic [synchroniques] and primary images, we disapprove the facile images of a whimsical occultism; if we condemn the exclusive use of commonplace signs it is not at all because we want to replace them with cabbalistic signs.'

He may be right but Metzinger knew Picasso and Braque well enough to know that they were not much interested in occultism or in the Kabbalah, unlike the circles of the Nabis or Josephin Péladan's Rosicrucians. I think Kupka, whom I shall be discussing shortly, may be a more likely candidate. The references I see are, by contrast, rather flattering: 

'There are others who move with complete freedom in the highest planes. These latter - it is not our business to name them - are like the great Mystics: the restraints to which they subject themselves are only an outer covering to the intensity of their passion [fervour].'

and

'The artist who refuses all concessions, who does not explain himself or say [raconte] anything, accumulates a force within himself whose radiance gives light to everything that surrounds him.'

These come in the last section, the most 'Nietzschean', stressing the theme of the Superman's indifference to, and power over, the crowd. I see this section as belonging almost entirely to Metzinger rather than to Gleizes. Gleizes certainly would not have written in these terms about Picasso and Braque but it is difficult to know who else - clearly more than one and distinct from the common run of Cubist painters - could be meant, unless they are referring immodestly to themselves. Assuming I am right, the 'restraints to which they subject themselves' would be the modest subject matter - the Still Life - and the absence of colour. The refusal to explain themselves would be admired by Metzinger but not by Gleizes, who was later (in Art in the General Evolution) to complain about Picasso wrapping himself up in veils of mystery and who exclaims in the article on Metzinger: 'But my God, isn't it all the same necessary to explain what people cannot understand; and irony and jokes, are they not the arguments most in favour among idiots?' It would be amusing to speculate that both Cottington and myself are right and that the passage about 'cabbalistic signs' was written by Gleizes and the one about the great mystics by Metzinger.

HENRI LE FAUCONNIER

In his preface to the 1947 edition of On "Cubism", Gleizes regrets that Le Fauconnier and Delaunay were not included in the illustrations. He insists, however, that this was not the fault of himself or of Metzinger:

'As for Le Fauconnier and Delaunay, certain disagreements which had nothing to do with painting had separated them briefly from us. In a moment of ill feeling they refused us the privilege of reproducing their work. What could we do? Today we give them the place which they could have had in 1912.'

In the case of Le Fauconnier, we still do not have a clear idea of what the disagreements were. Robbins speculates - and the speculation seems to me quite credible - that he did not want to be associated with a 'movement' that included Picasso and Braque: 'More likely [than Gleizes' explanation of a purely personal motive] Le Fauconnier resented the inclusion of reproductions by Picasso, Derain and Braque in an order following Cézanne implying a sort of chronology. If that was the price Gleizes and Metzinger had to pay for having a movement, it was too high.'
 

Robbins goes on to discuss an essay by Le Fauconnier published as the preface to an exhibition held 'in the first days of October 1912, just after the opening of the Autumn Salon in Paris and before the Salon of the Section d'Or. Le Fauconnier's letters to Conrad Kickert make it clear that he was anxious to get his theoretical position in print before the waters got muddied, before a large group of painters, most of whom he must have regarded as Johnny-come-latelies, became identified with means and ends that he considered his own.'

It would be difficult from the essay in question - Modern Sensibility - to deduce what his disagreements might have been with the authors of On "Cubism".
  It is not a personal statement. Like Gleizes and Metzinger he claims to be speaking for new painters in general. Also like Gleizes and Metzinger - especially Gleizes - he is anxious to situate the new painting in a historical context. It evolves logically from what went before it but, like the earlier painting, it belongs to its own age (a point that needed to be stressed given the ambition of certain painters - Sérusier, Emile Bernard - to find the solution to present day problems in the past). Unlike Gleizes he emphasises the Italian past but he still praises the 'very French genius' of Cézanne which 'incited him to put in order, to condense, to give greater scope [donner plus d'ampleur] to this modern feeling [émotivité] which was still confused in his contemporaries.'

He stresses the changing technologies of the age as creating the atmosphere in which the painters' sensibility is formed. This is a theme that is notably absent from On "Cubism", though Gleizes would develop it later on. But he says - quite in accordance with Gleizes and Metzinger: 'he [the painter] is not content with translating directly the representation of modern life; he searches to give its plastic equivalent. Still, this representation of modern movement does not require the fixed idea [idée fixe] of the automobile with fifteen wheels, and the dissonances of the street (violences of the poster and advertising hoarding) do not oblige the painter to use exclusively their tonalities.'

On the contrary: 'his mind registers forms, lines, colours, a new rhythm. He draws from it elements of a new beauty to create a language with which he expresses himself, often even on something quite different from the streets, factories, machinery ...'

This is quite in accord with On "Cubism" which reminds its readers that 'plastic dynamism' is something quite different from 'the noise of the streets'. It is anti-Futurist, but it is also perhaps not much calculated to please either Léger or Delaunay, both of whom did quite favour modern subjects and - Léger especially - the tonalities of advertising hoardings.
 

It is in his discussion of colour that Le Fauconnier comes closest to On "Cubism", insisting on the right to use dark colours and half tones in opposition to the perpetual broad daylight of the Impressionists. Unlike On "Cubism" he sees this as a development of chiaroscuro, which 'multiplied the plastic accidents of shadow and light. Modern complexity cannot neglect this mode of expression which the orientals and primitives of all times did not know and which was illustrated with genius [génialement] by Rembrandt.' But, he argues, by diminishing 'the ocular ramp' (the perspective cone), which imposes a certain regularity on the organisation of the painting, the artist is allowed 'a play of shadow and light that is freer, and better serves the mobility and variety of these ideas.' We may be reminded of the 'thousand surprises of fire and shadow' of On "Cubism".

And, Le Fauconnier argues, with On "Cubism" but again especially with Gleizes, that 'more than ever the subject is for the painter only a "pretext for painting". Excessive preoccupation with the subject is only ever met in mannered or decadent schools.' Though he goes on, more vigorously than On "Cubism", to attack the notion of an outright non-representational art: 'Another kind of mannerism would be its total suppression, for the simple game of volumes or patches of colour [tâches colorés].'

He finishes with an attack on 'theory' which might hint at a possible reason for his dissatisfaction with the Cubists but overall we are left thinking that it is the term 'Cubism' itself that distresses him and possibly the fear that the ideas associated with it are too narrow. His essay is at a very high level of generalisation and makes hardly any reference to the notions particularly associated with Cubism such as non-Euclidean geometry (which is, as we have seen, only touched on very lightly in On "Cubism"). Even the reference to perspective does no more than suggest that its importance is diminishing. What he has written is quite consistent with his own later, more figurative style.

ROBERT DELAUNAY

(a) Against 'the Cubists'

In "Cubism" and Tradition, published in August 1911, Metzinger treats Le Fauconnier and Delaunay as two opposite poles of Cubism: 'Le Fauconnier and Delaunay mark two limits which cannot be passed without falling either into academicism or into esotericism.' The word ésotérisme is rather strange as characterising Delaunay unless we imagine that Metzinger felt that to go further in his direction would be to fall into abstraction. As it did since the following year Delaunay embarked on his great, nearly abstract Windows series.  Metzinger and Delaunay had been closely associated in their Neo-Impressionist days but the passage into Cubism marked a rupture between them. Delaunay, alone of the Cubists, insisted on maintaining the Neo-Impressionist palette and we can be sure that, given his own visceral dislike of Picasso, he would have disapproved of Metzinger's Picasso-like contributions to the Autumn-Spring 1910/11 Salons. Nor, one imagines, would he have approved the more rigorous intellectual geometrical approach of Tea-time and its aftermath. 

The most striking painting at the Salon des Indépendants in 1912 was Delaunay's large Ville de Paris, which was received with rapture by Apollinaire who saw in it the return of Neo-Impressionism.  Soon after, in his letters to his friends in Germany, Delaunay dissociates himself very emphatically from Cubism, drawing a distinction (which I discuss in my For and Against the Twentieth Century
) between Metzinger - whom he groups with Picasso and Braque - and Gleizes, whom he groups with Seurat and Rousseau, his favourite painters. In April he begins work on the Windows, which Metzinger would certainly have regarded as falling into esotericism but which could also be regarded as the fulfilment, the most perfect expression, of the original Neo-Impressionist impulse, the impulse to realise light through colour.

(b) and Maurice Princet

At this point Delaunay has a most surprising ally in the person of Maurice Princet. Princet, as we have seen, wrote the introduction to an exhibition of Delaunay and Marie Laurencin which ran from 28th February to 13th March, 1912; and the account of the Delaunays by Georges Bernier and Monique Schneider Maunoury includes an extraordinary letter from him which is undated but which probably belongs to much the same period (it refers to an invitation by Apollinaire to write an article, presumably for the Soirées de Paris, which started publication in February 1912):

'Dear friend

'It is agreed with Apollinaire that I should write fifty or sixty pages on Seurat. I would very much like to see you before finally tracing out the plan of this work.

'Here in two words, how I intend to develop this interesting subject.

'Explanation of my sympathies that attach us (you and I) to him directly - beyond that infinite exuberance that has no relation to the Impressionists and the definitive misery of the Cubists, only lightly touching the neo-Impressionists and Gauguin. I would like to show that you alone have continued Seurat's work, extracting from it everything that was really the substance of his idea, using light to reveal [éclairer] colour but without aiming at a strange effect, with the unexpected result that has to strike with astonishment eyes that are not used to seeing. The line barely exists or rather it is only the intersection of the volumes influenced by their three principle qualities:

'1. proportional dimensions

'2. colour

'3. tone.

'We have to talk seriously and you must show me your latest labours. I seriously want to show those poor young people (some of whom are very nice) that they are being led to the abyss by the perfidious councils of Apollinaire and the bad examples of Picasso.

'It is understood that this is just between ourselves.'

There exists among the Delaunay material published in From Cubism to Abstract Art a collection of notes on Seurat which may well have been a response to this letter (p.116).  If I am right in saying Princet worked with Metzinger and Gris in 1911 then he must have been dissatisfied with his pupils since both of them, Metzinger especially, use distinct lines to separate the fragments of imitation in their paintings. Princet's insistence on 'the intersection of the volumes influenced by their three principle qualities ...' is closer to the practise not only of Delaunay but also (in this period at least) of Gleizes.

(c) and Francis Picabia

Sonia Delaunay told Daniel Robbins that Robert had refused to appear in On "Cubism" because Francis Picabia was included. Picabia had changed the nature of the Cubist enterprise by putting money behind it. This was probably what made possible the publication of On "Cubism", Apollinaire's The Cubist Painters and also the Section d'Or exhibition. Delaunay's withdrawal from the Cubists more or less coincides with the rise in Picabia's influence. He had a more personal reason to be annoyed at Picabia since just after the opening of the Section d'Or, when Apollinaire had promised to give a lecture on him, Picabia had whisked him off for a ride in his car to the Jura (with Marcel Duchamp). Since we do not know when On "Cubism" was prepared for publication we cannot tell if this would have had any influence or not - it could be represented as Picabia's revenge for Delaunay's refusal to co-operate. In any case, there were still, as we have seen, despite Gleizes' insistence to the contrary, good reasons to do with painting why Delaunay would have wished to dissociate himself from the Cubists. Which he did, very emphatically, in a letter to their avowed enemy, the art critic Louis Vauxcelles, published in Gil Blas, 25th October 1912, while the Section d'Or exhibition (10-30 October), which he boycotted, was still running:

'It is without my knowledge that certain young painters have made use of my old studies! They have recently showed canvassses which they call Cubist canvasses. I don't show; only friends, artists and critics, know the direction my art has taken.'
 

It is rather touching in this context to note that it was while living with the Delaunays only a month or two later that Apollinaire put the finishing touches to his book The Cubist Painters.

(d) The Cubists against Delaunay

But not only did Delaunay criticise the Cubists, parts of On "Cubism" read like a criticism of Delaunay. The book opens with a plea in favour of 'depth' as opposed to the purely 'retinal' realism of Courbet and the Impressionists, and the depth is understood as being intellectual. Delaunay's writings of the time are an exaltation of the 'purely retinal' qualities of the eye and, in particular, of its capacity for depth ('we can see as far as the stars'). Part III of On "Cubism", on colour, criticises the use, central to Delaunay, of simultaneous contrasts:

'The law of contrast, as old as the human eye and on which Seurat insisted judiciously, was promoted with a lot of noise, and among all those who liked to boast of their sensibility none had enough to understand that to apply the law of complementaries without tact [tact] is to deny it, since it is only worth anything if it happens of its own accord; it can only be shown to advantage if it is used unobtrusively.'

And they continue with an entirely intellectual, non-retinal, definition of light that was hardly calculated to appease the author of the great hymn in praise of light published in Der Stûrm in February 1913 but largely written in the Summer of 1912:

'It was at that point that the Cubists emerged, teaching a new way of thinking about light. They say that to bring to light is to reveal, to colour is to specify the mode by which the revelation takes place. Whatever strikes the spirit, they say, is luminous, and anything that the spirit is obliged to penetrate is dark.'

We can imagine how Delaunay might have felt about his old comrades after reading that. Especially the older one, Metzinger, who continues (in Cubism was Born) to ridicule the idea that the sensation of light could be recreated through the optical mix of complementaries: 'it was not for his manner of dividing his tones that I continued to enjoy the talent of Seurat. To want, through the optical mix, to struggle with the light of day is as childish as painting cherries in such a way as to fool the birds. They aren't fooled for very long and the painter of olden times who indulged himself in this sort of game was only launching the business of papier-mâché fruit and sweety cigarettes.' 

Gleizes, on the other hand - though the passage in On "Cubism" on colour seems to describe his practise of the time better than that of Metzinger - eventually came to the conclusion that Delaunay had been right, though it is mainly the circular forms of 1913/14 that he admires; he never seems to have given the Windows the attention they deserve. His own palette lightened up considerably just before the war, though he always insisted on using black. But in the later 1920s, after the period of his friendship with Charles Henry, he develops a coherent colour theory that is expressly a continuation of the line of thought that passed through Seurat and Delaunay. With this proviso: that where the neo-Impressionists thought the full colour circle would recreate the sensation of white, as the full spectrum shown simultaneously becomes white light, Gleizes insisted, in line with the argument in On "Cubism", that they added up to grey. He differed from both the neo-Impressionists and On "Cubism" in seeing grey, with its capacity to turn into the complementary of any colour placed next to it, as the equivalent in painting to light.

FRANTIŠEK KUPKA

(a)  Injustice of the Cubists

So far as I know, neither Gleizes nor Metzinger in any of their writings ever mention the name of František Kupka. Yet it is impossible that they were not aware of what he was doing and unlikely that Gleizes at least did not find it interesting. The 'Puteaux Cubists' met in a garden that was shared by the studios of Jacques Villon, Raymond Duchamp-Villon and Kupka. Kupka had known Villon since the beginning of the century when they were neighbours in Montmartre.
  Like Villon and Gris he contributed drawings to the anarchist and satirical press. It was with Villon and his brother Raymond Duchamp-Villon that he moved to Puteaux,
 at the time living its last days as a village to the West of Paris. He knew Alexandre Mercereau, shared his interest in psychical research and contributed with him to the journal La Vie mystérieuse specialising in occult matters and published by Eugène Figuière, publisher of On "Cubism". Since he was still in Puteaux after the war, he must have been Gleizes' neighbour when Villon gave him the use of Raymond Duchamp-Villon's studio.  This was the moment when Gleizes first plunged into straightforwardly non-representational painting. Together with Gleizes Kupka contributed articles to La Vie des Lettres et des Arts and, like Gleizes and Villon, he exhibited in the Galerie Povolozky.

Christopher Green says that 'there is much evidence that Kupka did not see himself as one of the Puteaux group, refused to connect his work in any way with Cubism, and kept himself apart.'
  But there is also some evidence that he felt understandably aggrieved at the manner in which he was systematically ignored by the Cubists. In a letter he wrote to Theo van Doesburg, 23rd March 1926 he says:

'And in contrast to the attitude of the Cubists, who have all followed me while relegating me for long years to a position far from the known world, you have had the goodness and honesty to do me the justice I have never demanded but always hoped for ...' 

and again to Doesburg, in June:

'For years I have had to endure a chain of silence stretched about me with cruel injustice. Through your intervention it could be broken completely.'

(b)  On "Cubism" and non-representational art

I have already suggested that when Gleizes and Metzinger evoke the danger of 'a whimsical occultism' and 'cabbalistic signs' they may have been thinking of Kupka. And it seems highly likely that Kupka is present in the famous remark about 'pure effusion':

'Let the painting imitate nothing, and let it present the reasons for its existence in all their nakedness! it would be inappropriate on our part if we were to complain about the absence of all those things - flowers, countryside, face - of which it could never have been anything more than a reflection. But we have to admit that the reminiscence of natural forms cannot be absolutely prohibited, at least not yet. It isn't all in one go that an art can be lifted up to the level of a pure effusion.'

And it can hardly be coincidence that Kupka's vertical planes, made up entirely of straight lines, and the Newton's Discs, made up entirely of circular curves, were more or less contemporary with the publication of On "Cubism" which says:

'The science of drawing can be summed up thus: it consists in the institution of relations between straight lines and curves, and a painting which contained only straight lines or curves would not express existence.'

It is easy to see why Gleizes and Metzinger would not have liked Kupka and why they could indeed have seen him as proof that their own reservations with regard to abstraction were valid.

Kupka's paintings are, I would argue, 'symbolic' in a very pure sense of the word. The symbol (symbolos) is what brings things together, as opposed to the devil (diabolos), who separates them. An icon of a saint is not - far from it - an artist's impression of what a saint might have looked like. It is a connection drawn between ourselves and the saint, a door that opens the way to a direct personal meeting with the saint. A 'symbol' stands in the place of the thing it represents (and here 'representation' is much more than a mere copying of appearances).

Kupka's vertical lines are symbols, in this sense of the word, of verticality. They are not pictures of something that is vertical, nor do they simply convey the idea of verticality - they give us, if we are willing to let them, a real experience of verticality. An experience of this sort (of verticality, of circularity, of the arabesque, of chaos) can be very powerful, but it is, necessarily, simple and static. It does not allow of the 'dynamic process which we take it upon ourselves to control' wanted by the Cubists; it does not satisfy their 'commitment to variety'.

(c)  Non-representational art and complexity

There is in Cubism a need for complexity, a rejection of the simple, single image. It is through this complexity that the painting engages with our 'whole personality' - 'It is our whole personality which, contracting or expanding, will transform the plane surface of the painting.'  It is this variety and complexity they would miss in Kupka and we can see how they could conclude that it is impossible, or at least difficult, to realise it using purely plastic means without any representation. Indeed, if we follow the transition from Cubism to abstract art this is what we often see - the non-representational work seems, even in purely plastic terms, simplistic in relation to the representational work that precedes it. 

Indeed, often we can say that 'non-objective' painting has very little in the way of plastic qualities and has not at all escaped the logic of painting as the representation of a subject. In Andrei Nakov's great study, Abstract/Concrete - Russian and Polish Non-objective Art we can see how non-representation can itself become a subject; and Gleizes' last book, Painting and on Man become Painter, written in 1948, is a warning against this tendency of non-representation to become an end in itself, pursued for metaphysical reasons, insisting that it is the esemplastic quality that counts and is the real end of the modern research, not whether the painting is representational or not.

When Gleizes defends the need for a representational subject in his 'Opinion' published by Monjoie! at the end of 1913, it is for reasons that are entirely plastic and in themselves non-representational :

'We are agreed that anecdote counts for nothing in a painted work. It is a pretext, so be it, but a pretext which we should not reject. Through a certain coefficient of imitation we will verify the legitimacy of the things we have discovered, the picture will not be reduced to the merely pleasurable arabesque of an oriental carpet, and we will obtain an infinite variety which would otherwise be impossible.' (Book I, above, p.XXXXX)

Though much later (in a notebook dating apparently from around 1945) Gleizes would write: 'The day our non-figurative paintings ... would really deserve to be compared with these oriental carpets ... the whole of the West will have found once again the way of its regeneration.'

MARCEL DUCHAMP

(a)  The 'rejection' of Nude Descending a Staircase
Of all the illustrations in On "Cubism" the most mysterious are certainly those of Marcel Duchamp - two rather nondescript pieces with no very obvious connection to the ideas defended in the book. And why should Marcel Duchamp be represented when his brother Jacques Villon, who is certainly much closer in spirit to both Gleizes and Metzinger, is not? The same question may be posed in relation to the invitation to painters to participate in the exhibition of the Section d'Or of October 1912. It is signed by Gleizes, Pierre Dumont (guiding spirit of the Société Normande de la Peinture Moderne), Picabia, Duchamp and the interesting but much neglected Henry Valensi.
 

According to Duchamp's admirers he was at the time in a state of discontent with the Cubists because the painting he had wanted to show at the Salon des Indépendants, the Nude Descending a Staircase had been rejected by Gleizes (according to the interview with Pierre Cabanne, p.31); or perhaps only the title was rejected (interview with William Seitz quoted in Tomkins, p.83). The story is a little odd since the Salon des Indépendants did not have a jury and Gleizes was not in a position to 'reject' the painting. The Cubist group may have had control of the Hanging Commission, since Gleizes in his Memoirs says that, after the ballot rigging incident of 1911, 'the Committee took it in a good spirit and did not hold it against us. To the extent that when the Hanging Commission met again, Le Fauconnier was unanimously elected as chairman.' In which case the dispute was not over whether the Nude was hung or not but where it was to be hung, i.e. whether or not Duchamp was to be hung with the Cubist group.

According to his own account given in Pierre Cabanne: Dialogues with Marcel Duchamp and taken up by Christopher Green (Art in France, pp.77-8) this experience decided him against participating in groups: 'All right, since its like that, there's no question of joining a group - I'm going to count on no one but myself, alone' (Cabanne, p.31). But this bold decision does not seem to have been made immediately given his appearance in the illustrations to On "Cubism", his signing of the Section d'Or invitation and his joining in the ultimate Cubist collective project of the time, the decoration of the Cubist House put together by the designer André Mare for the Salon d'Automne in 1912. The impression is that it was precisely because he wished to remain part of the group that he withdrew the painting; and that, far from being ill treated by the group, he was given a rather privileged position, probably through the patronage of Picabia.

(b)  Duchamp's debt to On "Cubism"

Given his age and the general sense of insecurity evident in his work this could hardly be held against him, but it sits ill with the currently accepted version of his feelings at the time. Which shows him suffering from an acute sense of boredom and indifference to the frivolous and conventional ideas that were being voiced all around him at the time in the 'academic' Puteaux circle. This being the case, we are surprised to read over fifty years later in the Cabanne interview, published in 1967, an unmistakeable echo of the opening page of On "Cubism". Cabanne asks him:

'Where does your antiretinal attitude come from?'

and Duchamp replies:

'From too great importance given to the retinal. Since Courbet, its been believed that painting is addressed to the retinal. That was everyone's error. The retinal shudder [frisson].'

It would not be obvious to anyone who had not read On "Cubism" that retinal painting begins with Courbet. Though On "Cubism"  actually argues that realist painting begins with Courbet but that he remains too retinal. Duchamp goes on to argue for a painting that will be conceptual rather than retinal. And that of course is a theme we are already familiar with from Metzinger - in particular the view that the reality of the object exists in the mind of the observer and is different for every observer, and the fascination (which we may, if so the fancy takes us, call 'Bergsonian') with the way in which the object is reconstituted in memory.

It is, surely, in terms such as these that we can understand the development of Duchamp's paintings of his brothers playing chess - starting with a straightforward representation of the external appearance in 1910 and moving on to an attempt to paint the mental experience, the two minds merging into each other in the common perception of the chess board (1911). We are reminded of the phrase in On "Cubism" that pictorial space is 'a sensitive passage between two subjective spaces.'

We can imagine Duchamp thinking that the highly constructed paintings of the Cubists do not at all resemble the images of the objects and their associations as they exist in his own mind and memory, his own 'subjective space'. There, rather than being clarified and neatly divided into well-defined juxtaposed segments, everything becomes more vague and nebulous. The variations of the King and Queen and Rapidly Passing Nudes (1912) show the mental state of a young man who aspires to being an impersonal intellectual chess-playing machine (the King and Queen) but whose mind is also full of erotic thoughts, possibly stimulated by the activities of Picabia who was busy at the time initiating him into the world of loose women and drugs, another possible source of un-Cubist insights into his own 'subjective space'. 

This interest in recording states of mind is expanded into an interest in the action of time and memory in his Sad Young Man on a Train (1911) and Nude descending a staircase (1912) . in the interview with Cabanne he denies that these were influenced by the parallel concerns of the Futurists, and the Sad Young Man was indeed done before the Futurist 'invasion' of February 1912. Nonetheless Gleizes' reluctance to associate the Nude Descending a Staircase with the Cubists was almost certainly caused by the resemblance to the Futurist device of presenting successive stages of a movement ('a running horse has not four legs, but twenty, and their movements are triangular'
)

Duchamp claimed that the Sad Young Man is based on a pun, or verbal echo, between triste and train. One is left, as one often is faced with Duchampian jokes, feeling much as one feels at the jokes of the main protagonist of the Diary of a Nobody. Much more to the point is a remark from Bergson: 'there are changes, but there are not, under the change, things which change. There are movements, but there is no inert, invariable thing which moves. Movement does not imply a mobile.'
 With each successive step taken by the nude descending her staircase the memory of the previous steps becomes more nebulous. The young man is sad because he is being obliterated by time, by the movement of the train. Again we are dealing with an idea expressed by Metzinger - that the reality of an object lies in its reconstitution in the memory. But Metzinger is interpreted very pessimistically. In Duchamp's memory the tendency is for the object to disappear.

Dulcinea (1911) is a Duchampian version of the standard Cubist device of showing the object from different angles.
  The Three Standard Stoppages (1913) are, as Linda Henderson argues, 'a demonstration of the basic principle of a non-Euclidean geometry that rejects Euclid's assumption of the indeformability of figures in movement' (Henderson, p.132); which, of course, echoes the phrase in On "Cubism": 'Euclid in one of his postulates asserts that figures do not change their shape when put into motion - which spares us the need to say anything more about that.'

So although Duchamp's paintings do not look very Cubist, they do take up themes that were being discussed in Cubist circles - in particular, themes we may associate with Metzinger. What distinguishes him is that the idea is presented in a pure form as the subject of the painting, stripped of all the 'plastic' qualities that, for Gleizes at least, were the whole point of the exercise. When Gleizes and Metzinger evoke the 'will' they are saying that the subject of the painting (the object depicted as it exists in the mind) will be reworked, wilfully, with a view to making a painting. It is this exercise that Duchamp seems to refuse. He wants to recreate the mental experience as it actually is, passively, as if he was able to take a photograph of it. In this sense he can legitimately be seen as a forerunner of Surrealism.

He told Cabanne (p.28) that he wanted to 'detheorise' Cubism, reinforcing the notion that, to quote Henderson, the Puteaux Group were 'the followers of Picasso who made up the "intellectual" wing of Cubism and who thrived on theory about the new painting' (p.59). But, unless he could be said to have been detheorising it through a reductio ad absurdam of the theory I would suggest he is doing the opposite: in Duchamp, Cubism is stripped of everything except the theory. And this continues throughout his career. One of the central themes we have seen in On "Cubism" - again associated more with Metzinger than with Gleizes - is that the artist defines the way in which we experience the objects that surround us. By presenting familiar things in an unfamiliar way he teaches us to see the world differently. Which is what Duchamp does with the ready-mades. And though I don't think Duchamp himself ever makes the claim, there has been no shortage of people willing to inform us that, by taking them out of their usual habitat and giving them an incongruous name, Duchamp is teaching us how to see snow shovels and urinals. In his Memoirs, Gleizes says that, though he always detested the ready-mades, he was obliged to recognise that Duchamp's practise of transforming an everyday object by presenting it as art was only a logical extension of what all the painters, himself included, were doing, so long as they could not free themselves from all dependence on copying external appearances.

The ready mades find their origin in the Coffee Grinder which appears in the illustrations to On "Cubism" and may well relate to the argument - developed this time more by Gleizes than by Metzinger - that the 'realism' of Cubism is part of the tradition of artists who choose commonplace subjects without interest in themselves to emphasise the purely esemplastic qualities of the painting. The Coffee Grinder, more than most of Duchamp's work, is rather pretty.

As is the later Chocolate Grinder, in its two versions of 1913 and 1914 (it later gets incorporated into The Large Glass). The art historian Thierry de Duve elaborates on it as follows: 

'Duchamp systematically uses the tube of colour as the 'explanation' of the ready-made ...

'The first definition of purism in painting: "the Neo-Impressionists, like the Impressionists, only have pure colours on their palette. But they repudiate absolutely all mixture on the palette ... Each stroke, taken pure on the palette, remains pure on the canvas."

'... The Chocolate Grinder amounts to being a portrait of the painter, unemployed, useless, since industry has robbed him of the very first "element" of his craft, the fabrication of pure colours. It shows the painter disguised as a machine for grinding colours. Duchamp had formed an ironic project of becoming a manufacturer which is why the chocolate brown that he uses instead of painting is an equivalent of [vaut pour] pure colour. In 1954, when he uses chocolate to execute Moonlight on the Bay at Basswood, it is as if the grinder had realised its last ironic revolution.'
 

What is all that if it is not an echo of a paragraph in On "Cubism"'s critique of Neo-Impressionism:

'The most worrying aspect of the theory lies in a clear tendency to eliminate those elements that are called 'neutral' and which, on the canvas and everywhere else, convey an impression of indefiniteness
 and whose presence has been discovered even in the spectrum itself through Fraunhofer's lines. Has anyone the right so to suppress the innumerable combinations by which a cadmium yellow is separated from a cobalt violet? Are we permitted in this way to confine ourselves within the limits imposed by the colour manufacturers? Seurat, Signac or Cross, painters to the bone, never went quite that far; but others took it on. Striving after an absolute equivalence, which is the negation of any beauty that has life in it, they renounced all mixture, treated the degradation of colours with contempt and entrusted the job of endowing their paintings with light to the chromatic delights determined strictly by manufacturing industry.'

And what a powerful impact On "Cubism" must have had on Duchamp if Duve is right about Moonlight on the Bay at Basswood and he is still commenting on it, ironically, over forty years later.

Linda Henderson gives us a long and to my mind convincing analysis of The Large Glass understood, in conjunction with the White Box and Green Box notes, as a serious effort to realise the Fourth Dimension. She tells us, rather breathlessly, that 'Duchamp's understanding of the new geometries was far greater than that of any of the Cubist painters' and that 'He had indeed succeeded in going beyond the tactile and motor orientation of Cubism and had created a unique projection of the fourth Dimension.' (pp.156-7)

Here again, then, what he is doing is taking ideas that are commonplace in the Cubist circle and attempting, with much greater earnestness than anyone else, to put them into practise, not as elements that may or may not be useful in the construction of a painting, but as purely intellectual, purely conceptual ends in themselves. Of course we are often told that unlike the dour theoreticians of the Cubist group at Puteaux Duchamp has a sense of wit and irony, he had his tongue in his cheek. But however ironic and witty Duchamp may be, the Large Glass represents a huge project undertaken over something like eleven years. It is impossible to dismiss it as a mere jeu d'esprit, a witty commentary on the efforts of his more plodding comrades. It is a serious attempt to do something that was very difficult and, ultimately, impossible - to realise, as Linda Henderson says, 'a unique projection of the fourth dimension'. It is an effort that complements the efforts of Metzinger to find in non-Euclidean geometry a new, objective science of painting. But at some point, clearly, Duchamp realised that he was wasting his time, hence the famous renunciation of art. In which case Duchamp could be regarded as the greatest victim of an over intellectual approach to Cubism, his life's work a failed attempt to put into practise, with a horrifying literalness, a set of ideas he had picked up from the Cubists and, especially, from Metzinger.

JACQUES VILLON

Long as this essay has been, there are still many important questions that have not been addressed. There is, for example, the role of Jacques Villon, one of the most sympathetic, sensitive artists in the circle, who had his own interest in the relation between painting and mathematics - a genuine close interest in the Golden Section which seems quite unrelated to the arguments of Lenz and Sérusier, though Villon, through the Société Normande de la Peinture Moderne, was associated with Sérusier's pupil, Roger de la Fresnaye. His main source is usually said to have been Péladan's translation of the Treatise on Painting, extracted from the notebooks of Leonardo da Vinci,
 which is quoted in On "Cubism" and later, at a time when Gleizes was particularly associated with Villon, in Painting and Its Laws.  

What Villon derives from this is very different from the return to early Renaissance values later championed, also with reference to Leonardo's notebooks, by Severini. The use of what he pretends (it is difficult to believe him) is an entirely impersonal mathematically based structure without any intervention by the artist's sensibility, establishes in his work a strange, disturbing quality - much more genuinely disturbing than anything that could be found in the Surrealists and so effective that it must be assumed to have been intended. Far from pleasing and soothing the senses as the use of rhythmic numbers was supposed to do in the theories of Henry or of Lenz, Villon's use of the Golden Section grates on them. To that extent he resembles his brother Marcel who often seems to be deliberately pursuing what Henry would have called non-rhythmic or 'inhibitory' relations. But the effect in Villon is much more interesting, a real challenge to conventional habits of perception, heavy (especially in his engravings) with a sense of tragedy and foreboding, far removed from the impersonal mathematics of the theory.

His theory puts him on the side of the purely plastic, essentially non-representational side of the argument; but no-one conferred greater intensity on the subject, often a subject presented straightforwardly, without radical reorganisation, except in those works where he explores the possibilities of successive movement - the soldiers marching, the horse running. Indeed, despite this interest in successive movement, shared with Marcel, his work is usually static in its tendency. The eye confronted with one of Villon's etchings is immobilised, more thoroughly than it ever is when confronted with conventional Renaissance perspective, and this seems to be a necessary consequence of his use, again following Leonardo, of pyramids as an element of construction. As a lifelong friend of Gleizes, the theorist of ocular mobility, Villon clearly knows what he is doing. In respect of this static intensity if in nothing else he resembles his neighbour and, one assumes, friend, Kupka and it is very strange to think of them working side by side, totally dedicated, uncompromising, solitary and, apparently, quite independently one from the other.

FERNAND LÉGER

Then there is the very different role of Fernand Léger. Léger appears prominently in the illustrations to On "Cubism" with five paintings. They include an Abundance which looks like a parody of Le Fauconnier. The lady appears to be gorging herself on the fruit (the impression that she is smoking and winking is not confirmed when the drawing is examined closely). There is also a Houses and Smoke which includes a perfectly clear - though, as Antliff would say, hitherto unremarked - church steeple: clear proof that Léger was really a reactionary Catholic traditionalist who would have been all too willing to associate with a modernised Bergsonian Action Française. The following year, in October,
 Léger signed a contact with Kahnweiler and withdrew from the Salons.

Léger's lecture The Origins of Painting and its Representational Value,
 given in May 1913, has much in common with On "Cubism", especially with the 'plastic' side of the argument which I have identified with Gleizes. Like On "Cubism" he insists that the new painting is 'realist' but, more clearly than On "Cubism", he insists that its realism lies in its recognition of the real means at the disposal of the painter: 'pictorial realism is the simultaneous ordering of the three great plastic components: lines, forms and colours.' (p.4) Like On "Cubism" he distinguishes between the visual (he calls it 'visual; On "Cubism" calls it 'retinal') and the conceptual: 'I think it is at this precise moment that the two great pictorial concepts, visual realism and realism of conception, meet - the first completing its ascent, which includes all traditional painting down to the Impressionists and the second, realism of conception, beginning with them.' (p.5) Like Metzinger in Cubist Technique, he sees Cubism as a continuation of Neo-Impressionism: 'the divisionism of form and line [dessin]' (p.7); and, like On "Cubism" he understands it as a matter of relations - 'the relationships among volumes, lines and colours' (ibid) - not of an individual image. He lays more stress than On "Cubism" on the saccadic, fragmented nature of the painting, influenced by modern means of communication, and this would lead, in his talk the following year (1914) on Contemporary Achievements in Painting to a championing of violent contrasts, rather like that which is condemned in On "Cubism". Even here, however, he echoes On "Cubism" in his criticism of the Neo-Impressionist optical mix which will only add up to grey (p.17). He has almost nothing to say in either of the two essays on Metzinger's distinctive interest - Cubism as a new means of presenting information about a subject. Here Gleizes, Léger, Le Fauconnier and Delaunay all seem to be ranged against Metzinger, who finds himself in the company of Picasso and Braque, at least as interpreted by Kahnweiler.  

FUTURISM

Another topic I have barely touched upon is the relation, if any, with the Futurists. On "Cubism", as a manifesto of Cubism, might be presented as a response to the Futurists but, apart from the passing reference to those who confuse plastic dynamism with the noise of the streets, it does not refer to them and it has nothing of their aggressive, polemical spirit. One might almost feel its sober, measured, sometimes lightly mocking style is itself intended as a reproach to the Futurists. I had long assumed that Gleizes had the Futurists in mind when he attacked Italian art in Cubism and Tradition; but the art he is attacking is so radically and obviously different from that of the Futurists that this seems unlikely.

On the whole it does not seem that either Gleizes or Metzinger saw Futurism as much of a threat. Gleizes claims in his Memoirs that he liked them
 and in Painting and on Man become Painter (which, since it was his last book, appears as something of a testament) he expresses a warm sympathy for Boccioni, presenting him as the first to pose seriously the problem of movement in painting (p.79). One feels, by contrast, that Metzinger was quite indifferent. Only Delaunay really rose to the bait, entering into a very interesting if heated exchange over the origins and meaning of the term, 'simultaneism'.
  Léger is content to remark that Italian Futurism is a proof that French Cubism has universal value (had Gleizes said it he would doubtless have been accused of racism).

THE SALON DE LA SECTION D'OR

Finally, though this list of possible further issues to be raised is far from complete, there is the relation between On "Cubism" and the Salon de la Section d'Or, now much better known through the exhibition organised by Cécile Debray and Françoise Lucbert (Chateauroux and Montpellier, 2000-01) and its excellent catalogue. It could indeed be argued that the very general nature of the argument in On "Cubism" - the fact that it has little to say that is distinctive to Cubism - was intended to reflect the wider, more eclectic nature of the group brought together in the Section d'Or.
  It becomes in this light the manifesto of those painters who have rejected Neo-Impressionism and Fauvism, who refuse the imitation of external appearances and also the exclusive use of primary colours.

In this context, Gleizes' insistence on the two schools of Cubism - himself, Metzinger, Le Fauconnier, Delaunay and Léger on the one hand; Picasso and Braque on the other - may appear almost as misleading as Kahnweiler's insistence on the exclusiveness of Picasso, Braque and Gris. What appears instead is a widespread movement, succeeding and distinct from Fauvism, with less emphasis on colour and more on the explicit use of straight lines to establish a construction that would embrace the whole picture surface and be less dependent on single point perspective. It is not to be confused with a 'Cézannean' painting, a tendency which belongs much more to the Fauves.

Whether the other painters would have recognised themselves in it or not, On "Cubism" constitutes a superb summary of the concerns held in common by this wider group. It works precisely because of the width of the divergence that separates the two authors - Metzinger with his emphasis on the new means of representing a subject, Gleizes with his emphasis on the inter-relations of colour and form. Neither can express his own idea fully. The 'Nietzschean' artist-as-superman argument works precisely against dogmatic definitions and in favour of a variety of responses to the new freedoms - freedom from imitation, from single point perspective and from the need to use only primary colours.

In their own individual writings, Gleizes, Le Fauconnier and Léger all maintain a fairly high level of generalisation. The two painters with the most definite ideas on a precise technique are Metzinger and Delaunay - two old friends though now their ideas are very far apart. Gleizes' principle concern in his review of the 1911 Salon d'Automne is to draw a sharp distinguishing line separating the new painting from the Fauves, and in Cubism and Tradition, it is to give it a particular moral character, one of sobriety and grandeur.

PURE PLASTICISM AND THE 'BIG' SUBJECT

One of the main arguments of this essay is that the interpretation of writers such as Cooper, Richardson, Golding and Fry - usually used to support Picasso and Braque as 'essential' or 'true'' Cubists in opposition to the Salon Cubists - is in fact derived from Metzinger via Kahnweiler; and that Metzinger is a much more important figure than has generally been acknowledged - though to argue the case fully would require a close study of developments in Paris during the war. It is amazing that the simple strength and beauty of his landscapes and portraits of 1912 - 1914 have not been recognised. Metzinger's idea, however - the total image made up of a rearrangement of different characteristics of the subject represented - was not in the event as full of possibilities as might have been expected at the time. The reduction of the object to a collection of 'ideas' tended towards the conceptual, non-plastic approach exemplified in an extreme form by Duchamp. The real strength of Cubism - even of Metzinger's Cubism, but also of that of Picasso and Braque - had nothing to do with the representation of the subject. It lay entirely in the organisation of the picture plane. And of the original group, the painter who took this furthest - this is the theme of my For and Against the Twentieth century - was Albert Gleizes.

In saying this, I am of course aware that Gleizes' work of the period - more than that of Metzinger - was characterised precisely by ambitious subjects - the hunt, the harvest, the city, and, later, the 'enormous Broadway' in New York, which he takes as symbolic of the need to express the whole vast drama, the collection of unprecedented sensations, of modern life. In a letter to Barzun, apparently referring to Metzinger's formula as outlined in Cubist Technique, he says

'How, for instance, give the equivalent of the enormous Broadway, fantastic river with a thousand currents, going against each other, getting tangled up with each other, raising its [word missing], by applying in our painter's expression some little principles that are just about good enough to describe a very simple object, inkwell, box etc. All at once the truth blinds us with its light, rises in revolt and smashes the charms ...'
 

Metzinger and, later, the Kahnweiler school, defended the modest subject matter of the Still Life as more suited to the Cubist method of analysis. During the war, by a strange chance, the painters who were most hostile to Picasso and Braque - Gleizes, Delaunay, Léger - were scattered, while those who knew Picasso personally and were impressed with him - Metzinger, Gris and Severini - remained in Paris. Their typical subject, which they used to great effect in what was in many respects the high point in the collective history of Cubism, was the Still Life.

But in fact there is no real contradiction between emphasis on the 'big' subject and emphasis on purely plastic relations. The big subject is precisely a subject that is rich in plastic possibilities. It would be a long time before Gleizes was able to develop a non-representational painting as rich and complex as the Harvest Threshing. Here the interest of the painting is all to do with 'the institution of relations between straight lines and curves' or the 'thousand surprises of fire and of shadow' proposed in On "Cubism". The subject matter is entirely, as Gleizes himself says, and as Le Fauconnier says, 'a pretext'. The great pencil transcription done - to scale - by the potter Geneviève Dalban barely touches the figuration; it reveals the greatness of the construction. The 'duration' that has been so much talked about is entirely a matter of the length of time that can be spent looking at it, as one thing leads to another, in and out and round about, in an endless visual dance. It is a mark of the failure of the Cubist revolution - its hi-jacking by the champions of the subject - that nearly one hundred years later there are writers on art who can see in such a picture only peasants, a church tower, a rustic meal, mountains, clouds ...
�  Quoted by Gleizes in The Epic.


�  He gives an account of his life in Montmartre in Cubism was Born, Book I, above, pp.XXXXX.  


�  'Jean Maxe' (pseudonym):  The "Abbey" and Bolshevism.  There is an account of the Abbaye drawing heavily on correspondence with Gleizes in Christian Sénéchal: L'Abbaye de Créteil, Paris (André Delpeuch) 1930.  Also in Gleizes' still unpublished Art in the General Evolution (1916-17) and Memoirs (c1941-2).


�  Louis Chassevent: The Independent Artists, 1906, quoted in Daniel Robbins, preface to the catalogue Albert Gleizes, Paris (MNAM) 1964-5, p.20.


�  See Book I, above, Gleizes: Memoirs - Cubism, 1908-14, p. XXXXX. Gladys Fabre (Albert Gleizes et l'Abbaye de Créteil, pp.138-9) has established that Gleizes and Le Fauconnier knew each other as early as 1908. She argues, uncontroversially, that Le Fauconnier's influence is evident in Gleizes' landscapes done in Bagnères-de-Bigorre in Summer 1909. She manages to convey the impression that Gleizes is guilty of concealing the debt he owes to Le Fauconnier but this is perfectly consistent with the account he gives in the Memoirs.


�  Account in Gleizes: Memoirs - Cubism, Book I, above, p.XXXXX.


�  The Epic, pp.11-12. 


�   Cottington: Cubism in the Shadow of War, p.114, makes much of the fact that Gleizes shows this area that was undergoing rapid urbanisation as very rural. Many of Gleizes' earlier drawings of the area round Courbevoie, however, show a clearly semi-industrial landscape while Cottington himself notes the factory chimneys behind Women Bathing, painted the following year.


�   A Note on Painting, Book I, above, p.XXXXX.


�   The Puteaux Group does not seem to have included Delaunay or Le Fauconnier.


�   See introductory note to On "Cubism", Book I, above, p.XXXXX.


�   Gleizes would later say 'the subject is subordinate to the object'. See the extract from Potentialities of Cubism, Book I, above, p. XXXXX.


�   Coleridge describes the imagination as 'the esemplastic power', Biographia Litteraria, ch. xiii.


�   Book I, above, p.XXXXX.


�   Piet Mondrian: Neo-Plasticism, p.4.


�  'From Cubism and Futurism to Suprematism. The New Realism in Painting', in Malevich on Suprematism - Six Essays: 1915-1926 , p.40.


�   Quoted in Patricia Railing: From Science to Systems of Art, pp.52-3.


�   'Outside science and its instruments, the object, a group of sensations, can only be seized in its entirety by memory or by desire. It is to the representation of the internal reality, the only one that counts from the point of view of art, that Cubism is attached.' - Metzinger's afterword to the 1947 ed of On "Cubism".


�   The argument is particularly developed in On "Cubism" part V.


�   Robbins: Abbreviated Historiography of Cubism, pp.277-8.


�   There is an account in Lahoda: Cubist Imperialism.


�   The text is given in an appendix to Henderson: Fourth Dimension.


�   See e.g. Assouline: An artful life, pp. 172, 384, 453.


�   Lahoda: 'Cubist Imperialism'.


�   In Kahnweiler's much later book on Gris we have this, which is highly reminiscent of the theory of perception given in On "Cubism":  'art, creator of the visible world' (p.179).


�   Apollinaire: The Cubist Painters, p.27. I think there is an important nuance in the word 'ensemble' which Read's translation, 'composition', fails to grasp.


�   Robbins: Historiography, p.282.


�   Bulletin de la Vie Artistique, 6th year, no.1, 1st January 1925, pp.15-17. Reprinted in Kahnweiler: Juan Gris, pp. 357-9: 'now that yesterday's analysis has been transformed into synthesis by the expression of the relations between the objects themselves ...'


�   [Jean] Metzi[nger], Paris, à [Albert Gleizes, Barcelone], 26/7/1916. St-Pol-Roux (1861-1940), pseudonym of Paul-Pierre Roux, poet based in Brittany, known for his sometimes rather excessively exuberant imagery.


�   There is already a modification in his position in the essay on Gris published in 1929. This is discussed in Christopher Green's essay in Juan Gris, p. 51.


�   I discuss Sérusier and his interest in geometry in my Afterword to Desiderius Lenz: The Aesthetic of Beuron.  


�   Sorel: Psycho-physical Contributions to Studies in Aesthetics  [Contributions psycho-physiques à l'étude esthétique] and Aesthetics and Psycho-physics [Esthétique et psychophysique].


�   This is discussed in my Albert Gleizes: For and Against the Twentieth Century and the introductions to Gleizes: Art and Religion etc and Gleizes/Severini: From Cubism to Classicism etc.


�   As quoted in e.g. Escholier: La Peinture française, XX siècle, p.14.


�   See the analysis in Homer: Seurat and the Science of Painting.


�   See the section on Picasso and Braque below.


�   Christopher Gray: Cubist Aesthetic Theories, p.83, makes the amusing and perfectly true point that the geometry of perspective, in which parallel lines going in a particular direction always meet, is non-Euclidean.


�   The argument would be developed much later by Gleizes in his Art and Science (1933).


�   Cubism was Born, Book I, above, p.XXXXX.


�   Chipp: Theories of Modern Art, p.223.


�   To my knowledge Christopher Green was the first historian to hint at it (Cubism and Its Enemies, pp.25-37 on 'Crystal Cubism').  His Juan Gris, p. 29 suggests an influence - which I don't myself see - of Tea-time on Gris' Homage to Picasso. A much fuller account could be put together from Gris' correspondence with Léonce Rosenberg published by Christian Derouet (eg pp.34, for Feb 1915; 36, Sept 1916; pp.45-6 and 65 for joint ventures between Gris, Metzinger and Cocteau in 1917; p.78 for Metzinger visiting Gris in Beaulieu, July 1918; and pp.80-81 for very interesting thoughts on the relation between the two painters from Rosenberg himself who knew both of them well and saw Metzinger as very much the senior partner, though at the time of writing he was feeling aggrieved with Gris who had abandoned him to return to Kahnweiler). Gleizes frequently links the two names but the connection is fairly obvious from a comparison of the paintings.


�  Schoute, Pieter Hendrik (1846-1923) Danish mathematician who worked on mutidimensional geometry; Riemann, Georg Friedrich Bernhard (1826-66) Mathematician whose name is particularly associated with a geometry in which the plane surface is treated as spherical, thus altering Euclid's postulates that parallel lines will never meet and that a line can be extended indefinitely in both directions; Schlegel, Victor (1843-1905) Mathematician who devoted much of his career to championing the work of Hermann Gunther Grassmann, pioneer of vector analysis, an attempt to develop a mathematical account both of position and of direction.


�   According to the catalogue of the 1912 Section d'Or exhibition, most of them seem to have passed through the hands of members of the Gleizes family - his mother, 'M.G.Comerre', and his uncle, Honoré Auclair, and 'Robert Gleizes', whose precise relationship to Gleizes has still not been established. Note however fn 59.


�   Richardson: Picasso, p.211. Whatever the source is it might explain Christopher Green's view (see fn 41 above) that Tea Time had influenced Gris' Homage to Picasso.


�   Miller: Einstein, Picasso, p.171.


�   René Huyghe: Histoire de l'art contemporain - la peinture, Alcan, Paris, 1935, quoted in Gray: Cubist Aesthetic Theories, p.74, though here the example taken is a table. Is it a trapezoid or a rectangle?


�   Severini: From Cubism to Classicism, pp. 73-5.


�   Gleizes: 'Peinture et perspective descriptive' in Puissances du Cubisme, pp.64-5.


�   We might also note the hat of the Man in a Café and the preparatory sketch given in the illustrations to On "Cubism".


�  A translation is given in Book I.


�   Antliff leaves us with the impression that Billiet (1886-1957) is an Action Francaise sympathiser and therefore a proto-fascist. Whatever he may have been in 1910-11, however, he was to become one of the leading wartime pacifist poets, and later, as a gallery owner, he supported the work of the great Socialist wood engraver, Frans Masereel. He joined the French Communist Party in 1934. See the discussion in Goldberg: En l'honneur de la juste parole, p.74 et seq.


�   I discuss the possible relation between Cubism and the Beuron school in my afterword to Lenz: The Aesthetic of Beuron. A similar case is advanced in Escholier: La Peinture Française au XXe siècle, p.14. It is, as we might expect, attacked vigorously in Kahnweiler: Juan Gris, pp.184-5.


�   Metzinger's 1916 letters to Gleizes indicate that he disliked Ozenfant very much but was nonetheless in close contact with him. Metzinger's interest in non-Euclidean geometry (though, as is usually the case with polemical attacks on Metzinger, he is not mentioned by name) is ridiculed in Ozenfant and Jeanneret's book After Cubism.


�   Cubism was Born, Book I, above, p.XXXXX.


�   Severini in Jean Cassou et al: Homage to Albert Gleizes, p.19: 'but Gleizes was the most generous and enthusiastic of them all.' 





�   The difference between them is well expressed in this extract from  Metzinger's letter of 26th July 1916: 'One thing worries me. What do you mean when you speak of "picturalisation" as an end in itself? I must have misunderstood. You are not ignorant of the fact that "picturalisation", and painting itself which is the result of it, are means of expression. That is to speak of the thousand nuances of religious sentiment which Giotto has painted; it is to indicate the charming paradoxes of a philosophy as light as it is profound painted by Boucher or Lancret. And Rembrandt, the most painter of them all, does he not express a whole world of ideas? If painting was an end, it would enter into the category of minor arts which pursue only pleasures that are entirely physical.'


�   It is tempting to think that these paintings may have been inspired by the café described in Inventing Bergson in the chapter on J.D.Fergusson, which was frequented by  milliners anxious to display their latest creations. Roger de la Fresnaye also did a well known painting of a woman in a spectacular hat and there is a brief discussion of Severini's interest in millinery in my introduction to From Cubism to Classicism.





�  Delaunay in e.g. letter to Nicholas Maximovich Minsky, c1912, reproduced in Du Cubisme à l’art abstrait – documents edited by Pierre Francastel, S.E.V.P.E.N, Paris 1957, p.123; Gleizes in Art in the General Evolution, extract given in Gleizes on Picasso and Braque on my website.


�   In the autumn 1910 edition of Poésie, a small French journal founded by a poet, Touny-Léris. Not, as incorrectly stated in my For and Against the Twentieth century, the Italian Futurist journal, Poesia. The text is given in Apollinaire: Chroniques d'Art, pp.158-9. Since this was written, some of Metzinger's paintings of this period have come to light. In the black and white photos previously available they look very derivative from Picasso, but what we now know is that unlike the contemporary works of Picasso and Braque they are quite brightly coloured, leading me to wonder if in this case the 'peacock's feathers' might not be Metzinger's colour, inappropriately affixed to the naturally black and white jackdaw (not that 'black and white' is a very appropriate description of Picasso and Braque's pantings of 1910).


�   Fry: Cubism, p.64.


�   From Eugene Delacroix to Neo-Impressionism, pp.50-51.


�   I have it from my own teacher, Genevieve Dalban who I think picked it up from a course of lessons Anne Dangar gave in 1949).


�   e.g. in Lahoda: Cubist Imperialism.


�   Cubism in the Shadow of War, p.159.


�   Robbins: Le Fauconnier and Cubism.


�  Hopefully the text will be included on my website in the present anthology.


�   Léger it should be said was on good terms with Le Fauconnier and took his studio over when Le Fauconnier left Paris.


�   p.164. The main source is From Cubism to Abstract Art, p.159.


�   Pascal Rousseau: 'Chronologie' in Rousseau et al.: Robert Delaunay, 1906-1914, p.38.


�   Delaunay: From Cubism to Abstract Art, p.146.
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