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1
 TWO WORLDS AS ONE





Everything is possible, everything is realizable, in all and everywhere.


—André Salmon







Albert Einstein and Pablo Picasso, exemplars of genius, inspiration for generations of artists and scientists, are icons of the twentieth century. Modern science is Einstein and modern art, Picasso. How this came about is one of the great sagas in the history of Western thought.


While it is a truism that one can always find amazing coincidences between any two people, in the case of Einstein and Picasso the similarities in their personal lives, working lives and creativity are uncanny and documentable. The parallels between the two during their period of greatest creativity—the first decade and a half of the twentieth century— show us much more than the common points of their own thinking. They also offer glimpses into the nature of artistic and scientific creativity and of how research was carried out at the common frontier of art and science.


In those exhilarating days at the beginning of the last century, when everything seemed possible and realizable everywhere, Einstein and Picasso made no distinction between their personal and working lives. From a single cauldron emerged ideas that set into motion everything we call modern. I am more interested in why Einstein and Picasso made their discoveries than in how they went about developing insights. The psychologist of art Rudolf Arnheim has written: “How then are we to discover what takes place when a work of art is created? We can listen to what the artist reports about himself.”1 This holds for scientists, too.


Pablo Picasso’s biographer John Richardson quotes a comment by Dora Maar, one of the artist’s more perceptive mistresses. Although she was speaking of Picasso’s postcubist days, her remarks apply best to the period in which he discovered cubism. “There were five factors,” Maar said, “that determined his way of life and likewise his style: the woman with whom he was in love; the poet, or poets, who served as a catalyst; the place where he lived; the circle of friends who provided the admiration and understanding of which he never had enough; and the dog who was his inseparable companion.”2 These factors began to come together in May 1904, when Picasso moved into 13 rue Ravignan, a dilapidated tenement in the Montmartre district affectionately known as the Bateau Lavoir. By midsummer of 1907 he had produced Les Demoiselles d’Avignon, the painting that brought art into the twentieth century. Whereas many of Picasso’s artist and literary friends had already achieved some notoriety in their own right and greatly respected his artistic acumen, none of them was prepared for what emerged from his atelier that July.


Except for the dog, Albert Einstein’s situation was similar in spring 1905, when he and Mileva moved into a cramped third-floor walk-up at 49 Kramgasse, in the old city center of Bern, Switzerland. Einstein’s close friends in Bern were obscure civil servants like him, and certainly none of them had the remotest clue to what he would soon produce.


The general line of argumentation among art historians is that the roots of cubism are in Paul Cézanne and primitive art. This view discounts completely how astounding developments in science, mathematics and technology contributed to the very definition of “avant-garde.”3 It has long been known that the roots of science were never totally within science itself. Why then should the roots of the most influential art movement of the twentieth century lie totally within art? By widening our viewpoint of the origins of Picasso’s Demoiselles to include science, mathematics and technology, we gain deeper insight into Picasso’s monumental struggles. Parallel biographies are thus a means to explore the intellectual climate at the beginning of the twentieth century, an era of genius unmatched since the Renaissance. The best works produced in that era will be forever among those that define the high road of civilization. Relativity and Les Demoiselles represent the responses of two people—Einstein and Picasso, although geographically and culturally separated—to the dramatic changes sweeping across Europe like a tidal wave.4 


At the epicenter of these enormous transformations was the debate about representation versus abstraction. In art, there was a strong countermovement to the figuration and perspective that had held center stage ever since the Renaissance, which surfaced most forcefully in the postimpressionism of Paul Cézanne. New developments in technology such as airplanes, wireless telegraphy and automobiles were altering everyone’s conception of space and time. The multiple images in the pioneering cinematography of Eadward Muybridge and Étienne-Jules Marey permitted change with time to be portrayed either on successive frames of film or on a single frame, in addition to depicting different perspectives on serial frames. In science the discovery of X rays seemed to render inside and outside ambiguous, the opaque became transparent and the distinction between two and three dimensions was blurred. Radioactivity, with its apparently limitless amounts of energy, seemed to prove that space is full of alpha, beta, gamma and X rays flying everywhere and opening up everything. Even more abstractly, mathematicians mused over exotic new geometries that could be represented in dimensions greater than three. People were especially fascinated by the idea of four-dimensional space, with its implication of motion in space or time.


All of this was discussed in newspapers, magazines and cafés, as well as in elegant and accessible philosophical writings by people like Henri Bergson and the great French polymath Henri Poincaré. These developments and what they meant were debated among the tight group of friends known as la bande à Picasso who met in Picasso’s atelier, on whose door hung the sign Rendezvous des poètes. The group comprised poets, devotees of the occult and avant-garde literary fantasists such as Alfred Jarry, who had published parables on non-Euclidean geometry, the fourth dimension and time travel. Coincidentally, in Bern, Switzerland, a comparable study group debating similar themes called itself the “Olympia Academy.” They met in similar, if less flamboyantly romantic, bohemian poverty. Each group took all knowledge as its province and orbited a central sun: in Paris, Picasso; in Bern, Einstein.


Ideas were everywhere and so was the desire for change. Alongside the developments in mathematics, science and technology was the discovery of the conceptual quality of African objets d’art. All of these ideas helped Picasso to free himself from earlier modes of thinking. Everyone involved in cubism considered it a highly intellectual adventure with the specific goal of reducing forms to geometry. Picasso’s exploration of space in his groundbreaking Les Demoiselles d’Avignon employed notions of four-dimensional space described to him by Maurice Princet, an insurance actuary interested in advanced mathematics and a member of la bande à Picasso.


The two men were introduced in 1905 by Princet’s notoriously unfaithful mistress Alice Géry, who at one time had been involved with Picasso. Although never a central figure in Picasso’s group, Princet was frequently seen with them in cafés, participated in their hashish sessions and visited the Bateau Lavoir during critical times in spring 1907, when Picasso was struggling with Les Demoiselles d’Avignon. Picasso listened to his discourses on non-Euclidean geometry and the fourth dimension, which Princet gleaned mostly from Poincaré’s widely read book La Science et l’hypothèse. Whereas Bergson wrote poetically about time and simultaneity, and Jarry in ways that were fantastically subversive, it was Poincaré, via Princet, who delivered the goods about simultaneity and non-Euclidean geometry.


Poincaré is a common denominator in our story. In 1904, Einstein read the excellent German translation of La Science et l’hypothèse and likewise was inspired by the sweep of its mathematics, philosophy and science. Just as his suggestive play with higher dimensions was among the factors that spurred Picasso’s discovery of geometry as the language of the new art, Poincaré’s insights on time and simultaneity were inspirational to Einstein’s discovery of relativity.


In the intellectual atmosphere of 1905 it is not surprising that Einstein and Picasso began exploring new notions of space and time almost coincidentally. The main lesson of Einstein’s 1905 relativity theory is that in thinking about these subjects, we cannot trust our senses. Picasso and Einstein believed that art and science are means for exploring worlds beyond perceptions, beyond appearances. Direct viewing deceives, as Einstein knew by 1905 in physics, and Picasso by 1907 in art. Just as relativity theory overthrew the absolute status of space and time, the cubism of Georges Braque and Picasso dethroned perspective in art.5 


Einstein’s approach to space and time was not primarily mathematical. Notions of aesthetics were essential to his discovery in 1905 of relativity and a new representation for light, and then in 1907 of a means to widen relativity theory to include gravity. Nor were Picasso’s studies of space totally artistic in the narrow sense of this term, as his interest in scientific developments reveals. Picasso’s new aesthetic for the Demoiselles was the reduction of forms to geometry.


Cézanne’s influence on Picasso was complex, inasmuch as it was less significant for the Demoiselles than for later developments. Of great importance was Cézanne’s bold new manner of producing spatial ambiguity, which he accomplished by merging foreground and background in a way that fused planes and integrated objects and space. This is called passage.6 Cézanne went on to further organize his paintings so as to create several perspective points, which change as you view the painting from different angles. This required of Cézanne at least an intuitive understanding of spatial relations that verged on the geometric. Picasso referred to Cézanne as his “one and only master.”7 


Einstein’s Cézanne was the great Dutch physicist H. A. Lorentz, of whom Einstein wrote, “I admire this man like no other; I might say, I love him.”8 Although Cézanne made the great leap to free art from a single perspective point, he remained rooted in the nineteenth century. Similarly Lorentz had almost formulated a proper theory of electromagnetic phenomena, and yet could not bring himself to interpret it as predicting the relativity of space and time. Einstein and Picasso, on the other hand, because they sought realities beyond appearances, each accomplished something entirely new.


Nor were the two men’s personal working styles dissimilar. Both came to terms early on with the loneliness of the creative effort. As Einstein wrote some years later, “I live in the solitude which is painful in youth, but delicious in the years of maturity.”9 Picasso recalled the “unbelievable solitude ”10 he felt when working on Les Demoiselles d’Avignon.


Both men emphasized that despite their apparently revolutionary advances, they were actually extending the work of past masters. Les Demoiselles  contains vestiges of Cézanne, El Greco, Gauguin and Ingres, among others, with the addition of conceptual aspects of primitive art properly represented with geometry. Likewise in Einstein’s relativity theory we note legacies of Lorentz, Ernst Mach, David Hume, Immanuel Kant and Poincaré, to name but a few of his scientific and philosophical ancestors. Technology too played a role in Picasso’s development of cubism, as we see from his adroit use of photographs as models for paintings and his interest in cinematography. Similarly did technology provide key input into Einstein’s thinking toward relativity in 1905, particularly the design of electrical dynamos and practical problems of wireless telegraphy.


Yet at first, both their seminal works were terribly misunderstood. That Einstein had accomplished something new in 1905 would not be apparent to everyone until 1911. If relativity was appreciated at all before that, it was mostly for the wrong reasons. Let us not forget that Einstein sat in the Swiss Federal Patent Office from 1902 until 1909 and received his first academic position on the basis of research results that had nothing to do with relativity theory. The initial reaction to the Demoiselles by three members of la bande à Picasso was an embarrassed silence, and in a subsequent viewing Braque was scandalized. In the fall of 1907 Picasso put the painting aside and did not exhibit it again until 1916. It was not widely recognized as anything revolutionary until the early 1920s. Just as only Einstein understood his 1905 paper on electrodynamics as a major conceptual advance, so did Picasso with the Demoiselles.


Picasso’s and Einstein’s personal lives bear similarities and differences that, to some extent, reflect their intellectual and social milieus. Recently discovered love letters between Einstein and his college girlfriend, Mileva Marićc, reveal a side of him as yet unexplored. By 1909, Mileva, Einstein’s wife since 1902, was in a position of disfavor not unlike that of Picasso’s then-mistress Fernande Olivier. Like Picasso with Fernande, Einstein had learned to harness Mileva’s moods to his vision, and his passions provided some of the dynamics for his greatest creations.


By 1911 many artists were familiar with X rays, radioactivity and Poincaré’s writings on geometry. All of this influenced their practice of art and was instrumental in producing early offshoots of cubism that were formulated specifically to diverge from cubism’s “figurativeness,” as this term had been reinterpreted. An early representative of this trend was Wassily Kandinsky, who produced the first entirely nonfigurative painting in 1910. He was among artists who were especially interested in the massenergy equivalence, X rays and radioactivity, which they took as proof that, ultimately, everything is amorphous. While art was moving toward a highly abstractive phase, physics underwent a parallel movement after the geometrization of space and time in Einstein’s general relativity theory of 1915, and then even more dramatically in the 1920s with the development of quantum theory. Yet pure abstraction was a Rubicon that Picasso never crossed, and Einstein never agreed with the high abstractions of quantum theory. Each man ultimately lost contact with the implications of his own revolution.


Instead of referring to an “interplay” between art and science, we must begin to speak of ideas that were developed in common by artists and scientists. The age-old quest of both art and science has been to seek new representations of phenomena beyond appearances. This effort becomes focused at the nascent moment of creativity, when boundaries dissolve between disciplines and notions of aesthetics became paramount. Coming to grips with this phenomenon requires delving into the nature of creative thinking.


For the purpose of parallel biographies of Einstein and Picasso, I have divided their stories up into six chapters, three each. To set the stage for their anni mirabiles in 1905 and 1907 respectively, Chapters 2 and 3 discuss their formative years, which include their education, the social, scientific and intellectual milieus within which they lived and which they attempted to break with, their lives as young men including their female confidants and lovers and the closed circles of male friends with which they surrounded themselves.


Chapters 4 and 5 continue the life of Picasso into the second decade of the twentieth century. Chapter 4 focuses on the scientific, technological and mathematical elements of the avant-garde that affected his discovery of the proper representation for Les Demoiselles d’Avignon. I will look into Picasso’s work habits, cultural tastes and personal life and the tensions that provided the dynamics for his creative efforts. Science, technology and mathematics turn out to be important tiles in this mosaic.


Late in 1907 Picasso met Georges Braque. Chapter 5 investigates their joint efforts toward a developed cubism. Recently, Anne Baldassari of the Musée Picasso, Paris, has located over 5,000 photographic documents in Picasso’s archives, of which roughly one hundred predate the 1920s. These photographs, which date back to 1901, demonstrate Picasso’s skill in taking pictures as well as manipulating negatives and prints. In this way Picasso discovered a new space of reference, pictorial space, which he used not only for paintings but to test prototypes of new visual approaches such as papier collé and collage. This chapter highlights his adroit and highly creative use of photography.


Chapter 6 explores how Einstein discovered the special relativity theory in 1905. One common point that emerges is the important role Poincaré played for both men. Not unconnected is the impact on Einstein of the technological element of the avant-garde, which includes setting clocks using electromagnetic signals and issues concerning electrical dynamos. Einstein had a second, less profound annus mirabilis in 1907, when he widened the 1905 relativity theory to include gravity. This is discussed in Chapter 7.


The tools to understand these parallel biographies come from cognitive scientific theories. Among them are results on how information held in memory is processed during unconscious thought and Gestalt psychological concepts. This approach is explored in Chapter 8, which also serves the important role of summing up and drawing conclusions.


The search for parallels leads inevitably to the general issue of parallelisms in how art and science developed in the twentieth century. The common trend toward abstraction and new forms of visual imagery turns out not to be serendipitous. That art and science should have progressed in a parallel manner in the twentieth century is abundantly clear from the intellectual struggles of Einstein and Picasso. As Gertrude Stein put it, in words that hold for Einstein, too: “The things that Picasso could see were the things which had their own reality, reality not of things seen but of things that exist.”11 


I wrote Einstein, Picasso  for lovers of art and science practiced at their most fundamental and exciting level, for aficionados of thinking across disciplines and generally for readers interested in the drama of high creativity. We wonder about the moment when everything comes together to produce incredible insights. How does this happen? How do thoughts emerge that go beyond the information at hand? Answering these questions demands a multidisciplinary mode of thinking and analysis that is becoming progressively more important as lines between disciplines become blurred. It is my hope that this book will further inspire this method of twenty-first-century thought, demonstrated so spectacularly and set as a cornerstone of high creativity by Einstein and Picasso.






















2
 A GOOD-LOOKING 
BOOTBLACK





We had no other preoccupation but what we were doing and . . . saw nobody but each other. Apollinaire, Max Jacob, Salmon. . . . Think of it, what an aristocracy!


—Pablo Picasso







In May 1904 the twenty-three-year-old Pablo Picasso arrived in Paris from Barcelona for his fourth stay. He moved into a recently vacated studio in Montmartre on 13 rue Ravignan, an odd-shaped ramshackle building dubbed the Bateau Lavoir, or “laundry boat,” by Picasso’s close friend, the poet Max Jacob. After three discouraging trips to Paris, this time Picasso was determined to stay and make a name for himself in a city that was the center of the art world, and the avant-garde itself. He would accomplish this beyond his dreams.






THE YOUNG ARTIST’S EDUCATION


Pablo Ruiz Picasso was born 25 October, 1881, at Málaga, a small town in southern Spain that had seen better times. His father, don José Ruiz Blasco, was a painter, teacher of art and curator of the Municipal Museum. His mother, María López Picasso, was a conventional Spanish wife with the customary aura of piety. Picasso’s biographer John Richardson describes don José as “having the inclination to be an artist but not the gifts.”1 Don José soon felt this defect to the depths of his soul.


From his earliest days Pablo had premonitions of genius. Visiting an exhibition of children’s art organized by the British Council in 1946, he remarked that “as a child I would never have been able to participate in a show of this kind: at the age of twelve I drew like Raphael.”2 He was an incredibly gifted child, able to draw before he could speak. His mother reported that Pablo’s first words were “piz, piz,” Spanish baby language for lapiz, or pencil.3 A typical party game with the young boy was to have him draw, say, a horse, starting from the tail, then starting from the nose, and so on.


As is abundantly clear from drawings done at Corunna, where the family lived during 1891–1895, Picasso’s assessment of his early ability was not exaggerated.4 At the time he was a student in his father’s art class at the School of Fine Arts. Seeing the boy’s work don José was elated, yet despairing at his son overtaking him. Picasso’s relationship with his father was tangled but fundamentally oedipal. In 1898, in Madrid, Picasso was remembered as saying that “in art one must kill one’s father.”5 This competitiveness, love and embarrassment for don José are among the factors at the heart of Picasso’s creativity. He later fantasized that his father gave up painting after seeing the young Pablo’s works at Corunna.6 


His teenage years contained more than the usual turbulence. In July 1895, the thirteen-year-old Picasso visited Madrid and saw the Prado. This first exposure to great art shook his self-confidence. At the time the family was in transit to Barcelona, where don José took up an appointment at the School of Fine Arts.


The high quality of Pablo’s artwork for the entrance exam led to his being permitted to skip preliminary courses and enter advanced drawing classes with students five or six years older, who quickly accepted him as an extraordinary artistic talent.7 In 1896 and 1897 he completed his first two substantial paintings, First Communion (1896)8 and Science and Charity  (1897).9 


During 1897–1898 Picasso studied at the prestigious San Fernando in Madrid—sort of. He cut his art classes at every opportunity and railed against his teachers as not “having a grain of common sense.” He wrote his friend Joachim Bas after two months at the school, “They just go on and on, as I suspected they would, about the same old things.”10 Spain, the letter continued, was the wrong place to study art; in Munich, “painting is studied seriously without regard for dogmatic notions of pointillism and so on.” Evidently no one in the academy had anything to offer the young prodigy. In 1936, in reply to his then-secretary and old friend Jaime Sabartés, who inquired whether Picasso ever regularly attended classes in Madrid, Picasso replied, “I should say not! What for?”11 


Picasso’s loathing for the Madrid Academy, and his lack of a workable studio and proper living quarters, led to depression and illness. Once back in Barcelona, he gratefully accepted an invitation from his friend Manuel Pallarès to spend some months working at the family’s farm in the wild and rugged countryside of Horta de Ebro, high in the hills of Catalonia. Here, the seventeen-year-old Pablo Ruiz underwent a spiritual transformation. From June 1898 to February 1899, Pallarès and Pablo worked in the fields like peasants, lived in mountain grottos where they painted frescos and ran naked in the countryside. This experience restored Pablo’s confidence in himself and in his creative abilities as an artist.


So confident did Pablo become that upon returning to Barcelona in February 1899, he directly confronted his father by dropping Ruiz and taking instead his mother’s last name, Picasso. Then, counter to his father’s wishes, Picasso did not reenter the formal Art Academy but an unstructured one, where he taught himself advanced drawing techniques. This move away from structure and academicism reflected Picasso’s involvement in the intellectual and artistic activities at the Els Quatre Gats, a Barcelona tavern modeled on a Montmartre café, and more popularly known as Els 4 Gats. The goal of the young bohemians that gathered there was to integrate developments from the European avant-garde into Catalan culture. Picasso’s brief association with Els 4 Gats—February 1899 to September 1900—prepared him well for his Parisian future.


In this provincial hotbed of modernist debate, he found himself discussing Friedrich Nietzsche, Henrik Ibsen, Oscar Wilde and Arthur Schopenhauer, all read in Spanish translation. Nietzsche’s effect on young intellectual Spaniards, like their fellows elsewhere in Europe, cannot be overestimated.12 His call for explosive developments in art, for unhindered self-expression and for the conception of the artist “as heroic, defiant, and full of eruptive sexual energy overthrowing accepted styles,” in addition to a Will to Power charged with sexual energy, struck a resonant chord in Picasso.13 Roger Shattuck writes of Nietzsche’s dramatic pronouncement of the death of God in Thus Spoke Zarathustra as clearing the field of “supernatural encumbrances [so that] the ancient sin of hubris disappeared.” God is a creation of one’s own mind, and so the mind is the highest level of existence.14 Such ideas, on the threshold of the new century, were inspiration to produce new and strikingly different art and literary forms. In February 1900, Picasso had his first serious exhibition, at Els 4 Gats. 


 In February 1900, Picasso had his first serious exhibition, at Els 4 Gats. One of the paintings he showed there is The Last Moments, subsequently included among the Spanish paintings shown at the Exposition Universelle in Paris, to celebrate the onset of the new century.






THREE PARISIAN SÉJOURS


Arriving in Paris for the first time in October 1900, accompanied by his close friend Carles Casagemas, Picasso became immediately immersed in Montmartre sexual intrigues. The two were introduced to three models, Germaine,Odette and Antoinette. Casagemas fell in love with Germaine at first sight. Picasso later boasted about sleeping with all three.15 By this time Picasso was rather blasé about sex. At age fourteen his friend Pallarès had introduced Picasso to the Barri Xino, the red-light district of Barcelona, which Pablo then frequented almost daily.


Consequently the Montmartoise habit of maintaining open relationships suited Picasso just fine. For him, comparison would always remain the most alluring facet of sex, whereas fidelity was well-nigh incomprehensible. For his friend Casagemas, however, Montmartre was disastrous. Germaine, the lover to whom he was committed, was a woman of voracious sexual appetites, a situation that did not augur well for a man suffering from bouts of impotence compounded by an addiction to alcohol and drugs. Owing to Casagemas’s deteriorating state of mind, they returned to Barcelona on 1 January, 1901. Casagemas committed suicide soon after.


Picasso would return to Paris in May 1901 to present a show at the gallery of the dealer Ambroise Vollard, as arranged by an influential friend in Madrid. Picasso prepared the exhibit in just three weeks, producing an average of three pictures a day, most of them in a colorful springlike prefauve mode. Of the sixty-four works, over half were sold. But Picasso chose not to continue in that style. Profoundly affected by Casagemas’s suicide, toward the end of 1901 he slipped into his Blue Period. The subjects included scenes of his dead friend and of Saint Lazare, a Parisian prison that housed prostitutes with venereal disease, which Picasso had visited several times. The Blue Period paintings would sell hardly at all until 1905, when Picasso’s new patron Gertrude Stein began buying them. In January of 1902 he returned to Barcelona virtually penniless.16 


Perhaps the most important consequence of the Vollard exhibition was that Picasso met Max Jacob. Even though Picasso spoke almost no French and Jacob no Spanish, the attraction between the two men was immediate and they “shook hands with enthusiasm,” as Jacob recalled some quarter of a century later.17 Jacob, an art critic and poet five years older than Picasso, became his first close Parisian friend, from whom he would begin to learn sophisticated French and who would form his literary tastes. But Jacob’s first important service to Picasso was to keep him alive during his third stay in Paris from October 1902 to January 1903.


Picasso’s goals were to continue his study of French art as well as to sell paintings. Although he succeeded on the first point, he failed in the latter, and this stay was a miserable one. He was flat broke, living in incredible squalor, until Jacob offered to share his room. There being a single bed, Picasso slept in it during the day when Jacob was at work. Neither did Jacob have much money, and from time to time they both went without food. This was the low point of Picasso’s youth. Once again he returned to Spain a commercial failure. Yet he was taken with Paris and determined to come back.






MONTMAR TRE AND THE BATEAU LAVOIR


By 1904, the spirit and thrust of the avant-garde was focused with explosive force, in the two most highly intellectual parts of Paris, Montparnasse and Montmartre. The explosion would take place in Montmartre with Picasso as the lightning stroke that catalyzed an incredible flowering of art and literature.


This was the Paris of la belle époque. The fashionable salon had declined, its place taken by the more democratic café that served as a vital scene for the exchange of ideas—on art, literature, science, mathematics and technology—and a fertile atmosphere for the growth of new ones. Paris had developed into a theatre with a distinctive intellectual verve. Life itself became a performance.


At the end of the nineteenth century Montmartre comprised a hill, or Butte de Montmartre, that was still in transition from a rural to an urban area. At the base were the major boulevards, de Clichy and Rouchechouart, as well as Place Pigalle. For the most part the Montmartoise were laborers with a scattering of bourgeoisie and a liberal sprinkling of artists and writers attracted by the cheaper rents. On spring and summer weekends, Parisians flocked to Montmartre to sit in the outdoor bistros, particularly on the boulevards, which were lined with them. The crowds were especially intense during the various festivals. Despite all this gaiety, crime was rampant: Violent gangs of so-called apaches roamed the quarter robbing the unwary and well-to-do.


An especially popular bistro on Boulevard Rouchechouart was Le Chat Noir, whose owners had the genial idea of encouraging artists and writers to gather there and give readings. This was good for business. The pleasant atmosphere even attracted writers from the Left Bank. Le Chat Noir was the model for such successful Left Bank cafés as Closerie des Lilas in Montparnasse and Des Deux Magots on Boulevard Saint Germain. The serious artists and writers frequented small dingy cafés on the Butte, such as Le Lapin Agile with its colorful owner Frédé Gérard, whom Picasso had met on an earlier trip to Paris in 1901. At that time Frédé owned a sordid troquet, or small bar, on rue Ravignan, called Le Zut. In Le Chat Noir, Picasso at last found a hangout to match Els 4 Gats from his Barcelona days. He also spent many summer evenings on the terrace of Le Lapin Agile. On weeknights the clientele was sparse and one could converse in agreeable tones. It was a different story on the weekends when upwards of one hundred people pressed themselves into the café’s two small rooms. The air was thick with smoke, along with the odors of absinthe, beer, cheap wine, cheap cuisine and human stench, this being an epoch when taking a bath was considered abnormal. Jean-Paul Crespelle sums up the weekend crowd: “There was a little for everyone, a veritable enchantment of Parisian avant-garde society: employees, petites bourgeois, kept women and their lovers, pretentious young ladies looking for an evening of adventure,” in addition, of course, to the usual artists and writers.18 To keep the noise down somewhat, Frédé strummed his guitar and sang in a mezzo voice. During 1905–1910, Le Lapin Agile was the favorite café of avant-garde poets and artists.


The principal reason why restaurants on the Butte were so numerous was the miserable conditions in which artists lived and worked. Their quarters usually lacked adequate cooking facilities. Picasso’s atelier in 13 rue Ravignan was typical. The building itself was constructed in 1860 as a piano factory. In 1889, in an attempt to lure artists back to Montmartre and raise the quarter’s image, the factory was divided up into ateliers. Not being very imaginative, the architect simply compartmentalized the levels with wooden partitions, creating a labyrinth of cabins connected by a bewildering array of staircases.


Since the building was essentially on the peak of the Butte, the stacking up of levels gave the impression of a ramshackle ziggurat or perhaps a gigantic shack. Although Picasso’s studio was one floor below the entrance on Place Ravignan, it was on street level because the building was on a hill. Air shafts penetrating the structure to provide ventilation for the studios presented somewhat of a hazard. On one much-talked-about winter evening, a German tenant attempting to clear snow from his atelier window fell into one of the shafts and broke his neck. Sometimes the concierge, Madame Coudray, helped the artists in time of dire need by cooking them soup and providing wake-up calls.
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FIGURE 2.1 Picasso on the Place Ravignan, 1904.






Max Jacob dubbed the building the Bateau Lavoir, after its resemblance to the laundry boats along the Seine. It was also known as la Maison du Trappeur after the trappers’ cabins in Alaska. Before Picasso moved in, the Bateau Lavoir had a reputation as a hangout for anarchists, who were forcefully evicted by the police in the 1890s.19 


The seediness of the area and its not infrequent violence kept the rents quite low. Consequently, there was no shortage of artists and writers in residence. Picasso paid about fifteen francs per month, for which he got little more than four dingy walls and a roof. Like many Parisian flats at the time, the Bateau Lavoir ateliers had no electricity or gas. Such amenities were not installed until the 1930s. Neither did the units offer running water or toilet facilities. Tenants either filled their bucket from a common tap on the first floor or queued up at the fountain on Place Ravignan. The


only toilet in the building was situated next to the water tap and had a perpetually broken door. This lack of facilities did not disturb Picasso, who saw it as a way to meet neighbors, especially women, and in particular Fernande Olivier, who lived close by on Picasso’s level.






PICASSO IN LOVE


Fernande had been at the Bateau Lavoir for a short time before meeting Picasso. She was living with a sculptor in the Montmartoise fashion. Between often bumping into Picasso during the day and noticing the constant stream of Spanish visitors to his atelier, she wondered, “Whenever does he work?”20 Later Fernande discovered that Picasso preferred painting at night, to avoid interruption.


Picasso had noticed Fernande around the Bateau Lavoir as well as at his favorite art supply store on Boulevard de Clichy. She in turn had first spotted him on Place Ravignan, filling his water pitcher and chatting with his Catalan buddy Ricardo Canals. Their love affair began in August of 1904 after a classic pickup. Dashing into the Bateau Lavoir at the start of a violent thunderstorm, Fernande was suddenly confronted by Picasso, who emerged from his atelier carrying one of his cats. “He held it out to me, laughing and blocking my path. I laughed too, and he took me to see his studio,” recalled Fernande twenty-nine years later. Their occasional affair increased in intensity during the next year, as each gradually discontinued other liaisons. At the time he met Fernande, Picasso’s mistress Madeline was pregnant. He was involved with two other women as well, Frédé’s stepdaughter and Alice Géry, the perpetually unfaithful mistress of Maurice Princet, of whom we will have much to say. Picasso’s increasing involvement with Fernande was a factor in Madeline’s decision to obtain an abortion.


In September 1905 Fernande moved into Picasso’s atelier, and they remained together until 1912. For the first year or so they were monogamous, and then reverted to somewhat muted Montmartoise relationships. During their most passionate period Fernande played the part of Picasso’s muse; after that she might be charitably described as providing negative reinforcement. He succeeded in spite of her.


La belle Fernande was a beauty. With a mass of auburn hair, green almond-shaped eyes and a voluptuous body, she was capable of turning heads and of flirtations that were more than playful. She had an air of lightness and elegance, an open and curious mind, strong determination and some artistic talent.
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FIGURE 2.2 Joan Vidal Ventosa, Portrait of Fernande Olivier, Pablo Picasso and Ramón Reventós. Barcelona, 1906. Ramón Reventós was a good friend of Picasso.






She was born 6 June, 1881, out of wedlock, and her real name was Amélie Lang. Raised by an adoptive family, at the age of eighteen Amélie was forced into marriage with a brutal shop assistant who had seduced her. After a year she ran away and there ensued a series of modeling jobs and affairs. As models and other women on the fringes of society customarily did, she took a nom de guerre—in fact a succession of them, ending up for unknown reasons with “Fernande Olivier.” By the time of Picasso’s whirlwind courtship of her in August 1904, Fernande could boast of a pedigree in the arts that included associations with Othen Friesz and Raoul Dufy.21 Her published memoir, Picasso and His Friends, remains a valuable source of information, despite its sometimes spotty dating. Even Picasso grudgingly allowed that it caught the mood of the time.22 


Fernande’s first reaction upon entering Picasso’s atelier was, “My God, in what chaos.”23 There was paint everywhere. The chipped gray paint on the walls had further chippings from canvases. The bathtub was a receptacle for piles of drawings, newspapers and books. The furniture consisted of a rus-tic wobbly chair to which Picasso usually attached his dog Frika, a combination police dog and Breton spaniel. A pedestal table of Napoleon III vintage in black wood was used for the toilette and for meals. A rusted frying pan served for cooking and pissing. In a drawer Picasso kept a white mouse whose musklike odor provided a peculiar counterpoint to the mélange of dog odors, paints and turpentines. Picasso adored pets and during his stay in the Bateau Lavoir amassed three Siamese cats, a turtle and a female monkey, in addition to Frika. The finishing touches on the decor were large numbers of old tins for preserves, in which he kept his brushes. The light was intentionally cold, owing to the windows having been painted blue to obtain a constant lighting. Fifty years later, Picasso’s principal dealer, Daniel-Henry Kahnweiler, recalled of Picasso’s atelier that “it was trying.”24 Crespelle pungently summarized the situation in the Bateau Lavoir: “In fact, it was no more trying than most of the other ateliers.”25 


There was also an entrée, or smaller room, almost entirely filled by a divan that the intimate called the chambre de la bonne. By 1906 Picasso had transformed it into a shrine for Fernande. Besides the divan, there was a crate draped with the red sash that Fernande had worn at the time of their first meeting, a portrait of her sketched with pen and two vases won in a lottery at a trade fair on Boulevard de Clichy.


Privacy was at a premium in the Bateau Lavoir because of the thin inner walls. Fernande recalls that “it was glacial in winter and like a Turkish bath in summer.”26 If there was no fuel delivery in winter for the stove, the couple stayed in bed. During the summer Picasso painted naked, except for a scarf around his waist. He intentionally left the door to his atelier open for air circulation and to draw admiring comments from passing women.


Until he met Fernande, Picasso’s relationships with women were for the most part with whores, punctuated with a succession of models in Paris, and the occasional brief romance. Overwhelmed by his emotions for Fernande, Picasso became extremely protective of her. Fernande’s flirtatious ways gave Picasso good cause for jealousy. To prevent advances from other bohemians, after Fernande moved into his atelier Picasso kept her as if in a seraglio. He locked her in and ran all errands himself.27 


Sometimes Picasso’s jealousy erupted into public displays of violence. Once Fernande heard some shouting in the street about a shooting at Le Lapin Agile. She managed to get out of the atelier and went over to have a look for herself. It turned out that Picasso had also gone to investigate. Spotting Fernande he grabbed her, slapped her around and then dragged her back to the Bateau Lavoir. They reconciled, as they did after other furious fights, when Fernande walked out, with Picasso pursuing her down the rue Ravignan begging forgiveness. All in all, Fernande was the ideal mistress for him at that time. Neither cold nor hunger bothered them. She passed her days stretched out on the divan, drinking tea, reading novels and smoking Turkish cigarettes.


Before 1907, when Picasso’s paintings began selling well, he and Fernande frequented cafés that offered credit or were incredibly inexpensive. In this they were no different from most other writers and artists on the Butte. Le Lapin Agile offered the best of both worlds. Dinner at the less expensive restaurants was around ninety centimes, while the more expensive ones charged around two francs fifty. For ninety centimes one could eat a substantial meal of beefsteak, frites, tart aux pommes and an espresso. It was the quality that varied. Fernande had tastes that often went beyond the basic fare of Le Lapin Agile. Picasso, on the other hand, was content with a piece of chorizo and a tomato, in the company of friends with whom he could discuss painting.


Those who accepted the hospitality offered at bistros on the Butte not infrequently ran up such large bills that owners found themselves unable to turn them away lest they never pay. This generosity sometimes drove cafés out of business. There were times that Picasso’s close Catalan friend and earliest supporter in Paris, Paco Durrio, had to bring the couple food because they had no money at all. Another friend, the artist Maurice de Vlaminck, recalled overhearing Fernande order a cutlet for the dog Frika in a bistro that offered credit. Vlaminck was certain that they had no money to buy even scraps of meat from the neighborhood butcher.28 Another artist friend from the Butte, Kees Van Dongen, remembered instances from around 1905 when he and Picasso would steal bottles of milk and croissants from the doorsteps of Montmartre apartments.29 Life was not easy on rue Ravignan. As Francis Carco recalls, “We breathed there an atmosphere of poverty, of abandonment, of austerity and black misery.”30 Things began to change for Picasso as he moved from the moroseness of the Blue Period into the lively circus scenes, Harlequins and saltimbanques  of the Rose Period, a transition pretty much coincident with his falling in love with Fernande. This is also, however, about the time he met the writers Guillaume Apollinaire and André Salmon.






GUILLAUME APOLLINAIRE AND ANDRÉ SALMON


Picasso became acquainted with Apollinaire and Salmon in October 1904. Max Jacob nostalgically recalled his own animated introduction to Apollinaire by Picasso, also in October 1904 and with Salmon present, at Austin’s Railway Restaurant, near Gare Saint-Lazare: “The three of us left together and Guillaume carried us off for a stroll which never came to an end . . . . Here began the best days of my life.”31 Picasso’s magnetism and genius were immediately apparent. By 1905, Jacob and Salmon had taken up studios in the Bateau Lavoir and Apollinaire had moved close by. Together with Jacob, they formed the nucleus of la bande à Picasso,  which met almost daily at the Bateau Lavoir for discussions that ranged across literature, politics, philosophy, mathematics, technology, science and whatever else was vital to the avant-garde. The members of la bande à Picasso revolved about Picasso like planets around a sun. Through them Picasso widened his group of friends beyond the Catalan circles in Paris into the vibrant world of French literature and culture. In every sense of the term, la bande à Picasso constituted Picasso’s “think tank.”32 It was also a closed social club with its own argot and ceremonies, and a language and cynical tone that were not for the fainthearted.


We glimpse some of their conversations in a letter of 7 July, 1906, from Jacob in Paris to Picasso at Gósol in Spain.33 In the confrontational style of the Bateau Lavoir, Jacob writes of his criticisms of symbolism and his views on horoscopes, the history of the French Republic, the state of metaphysics in England, Germany and France, and the materialistic mindset of students in the Latin Quarter—“prats” who are not experiencing the passions and joys of life. Salmon recalled how la bande à Picasso  would cynically criticize the “isms” of painting with their game “à faire Degas [pretend to be Degas],” in which each took turns “criticizing” Picasso’s paintings as if they were Degas or Renoir, with Jacob doing hilarious impersonations.34 


Salmon was Picasso’s age and at the time of their meeting a poet and literary journalist. Already a member of the literary avant-garde, he had been working with Apollinaire since 1903 on the staff of several new wave journals. In 1905 Salmon moved into the Bateau Lavoir and for the next two or three years saw more of Picasso than the others.


Among the young French literati of the days, Apollinaire was one of the leaders of the revolt against the symbolist “school of 1895,” whose principal figures were Paul Verlaine, Arthur Rimbaud, Stéphane Mallarmé, Jean Moréas and Stuart Merrill. He played a major role in widening Picasso’s intellectual horizons. The facts surrounding Apollinaire’s lineage and the intervening twenty-two years of his life before he settled permanently in Paris in 1902 are so complex as to have fascinated even Picasso. We know little for sure other than that Apollinaire demonstrated early on a precocity and talent for writing. By 1903 he was at the forefront of the Parisian literary scene.


In 1905 Apollinaire and Salmon introduced Picasso to the intense Tuesday night soirées of the new wave journal Vers et Prose, held at the Closerie des Lilas in Montparnasse. With no money for transportation, the trio walked halfway across Paris and back. On the return trip Picasso scoured trashcans for food for his pets. The artists and writers whom Picasso met at the Vers et Prose were truly of international stature, and some would later play their role in Picasso’s life. Among these were Maurice Raynal and Henri-Pierre Roché. In 1906 Roché introduced Picasso to Gertrude and Leo Stein, whose patronage would prove of great importance.35 


It is no exaggeration to say that Apollinaire was the lord of the café society of Montparnasse.36 With a fiefdom ranging from Boulevard Montparnasse with its Closerie des Lilas to Boulevard Saint Germain and Des Deux Magots, he was “the impresario of the avant-garde.”37 His ambition was to construct “a special language linking poets and artists.”38 Apollinaire, Salmon and other poets did not restrict themselves to the Left Bank. They also trekked to Montmartre and particularly to Picasso’s atelier, where poets and artists mutually inspired each other. Around 1905, Picasso hung a sign on his door that read Rendezvous des poètes. The Bateau Lavoir became the new headquarters of the avant-garde.


Scholars of this period agree that the myriad connections between artists and painters could not have been coincidental. At the time, “painters and poets influenced each other tour à tour.”39 Both groups held the view that something dramatically new was about to occur in art. Not too many years later, in 1922, Salmon recalled of those heady days: “Tout est possible, tout est réalisable en tout, partout et avec tout [everything is possible, everything is realizable, in all and everywhere].”40 Such inspiration and optimism cannot be overestimated.


Picasso and his group of friends lived in an era of dramatic change that occurs rarely in Western history. Great shifts were occurring in art, literature and science, with even bigger ones expected. These young men believed that they were living in an heroic age where anything was possible. They needed no accolades from society. They were impoverished and had nothing to lose. They shared everything, including knowledge, and strove to produce art and literature that would match the incredible achievements in science, mathematics and technology.


When Apollinaire and Picasso met, Picasso knew little about French literature except what he had learned from Jacob, and Apollinaire knew little about art except for what he had gleaned from brief conversations with André Derain and Vlaminck. Yet Apollinaire and Picasso each immediately recognized the other as a kindred soul. Although Picasso’s spoken French was not of a high level, Kahnweiler recalls that “even if there were some years when he spoke little French, he was absolutely able to judge, to taste immediately the beauty of a poem.”41 Jacob noted this as early as 1901. Apollinaire encouraged Picasso to accentuate the poetic dimensions of his art, in this way helping Picasso to liberate himself from absolute rules, “to listen to the propositions of his heart,”42 and generally to widen his horizons. Picasso’s subsequent oeuvres gave Apollinaire the clue toward a common language of poet and artist that emerged in Apollinaire’s “calligrammes” or “ideogrammes.” By virtue of his own imagination, culture and intelligence, Apollinaire opened avenues of Picasso’s thinking that were essential for his artistic breakthroughs in 1907. He provided intellectual support and confidence to Picasso and other young artists of the Butte.


Picasso, in turn, encouraged Apollinaire to become an art critic. Apollinaire’s artistic knowledge, however, was another story. As Braque said in an interview of 1954: “He was incapable of recognising a Rubens from a Rembrandt.”43 Although Apollinaire never became an expert on art, he was a tireless propagandizer and unconditional admirer of the new emerging art, especially during cubism’s early days when the reviews were nothing but scathing. This may in fact have been Picasso’s hidden reason for encouraging Apollinaire to write art criticism.


The constant bond between the two men was their mutual support regarding the search for new forms of representation in art and literature— particularly a common language for the two fields, and the high regard in which they held the creative process. In 1905, in his first article written about Picasso, Apollinaire emphasizes his friend’s “perseverance in the pursuit of beauty,” that is, their common pursuit of a new aesthetic.44 


What were Apollinaire, Picasso and Salmon up against in their search for new forms in art and literature?






PHILOSOPHICAL AND LITERARY TRENDS


Nineteenth-century science had seen cycles of worldviews that alternated between realism and romanticism. So, to some extent, did literature.45 The end of the century witnessed a reaction against the dominant realism or naturalism represented by the literature and theatre of Émile Zola, Henrik Ibsen,August Strindberg and André Antoin. They focused on the particularities of everyday life. Plots and stage sets became increasingly elaborate in order to be as faithful to actual life as possible, while dreams, illusions and legends were excluded in favor of philosophical and moral themes. Naturalist art included, for instance, the work of John Constable, whose cloud paintings were meticulously dated and timed as if they were scientific data.


All of this was entwined with positivism, the predominant philosophical outlook in philosophy and science. The positivistic view was first spun in 1830 by the French philosopher Auguste Comte, who advocated progress toward a science cleansed of theology and metaphysics. These ideas were elaborated in the 1880s by the fortyish Viennese philosopher-scientist Ernst Mach, whose brand of positivism stressed that only phenomena reducible to sense perceptions (or laboratory data) could be considered physically real: What you see is what you get. Imagination could play no role: Anything beyond appearances was mere illusion. (I will have more to say about Mach in Chapter 3.) Positivism fit very well with the materialism of the day and its unsavory association with rampant industrialism and literary and theatrical commercialism. The avant-garde felt the world was drowning in mediocrity. There was “a sense prevalent among intellectuals of alienation and exclusion from the forefront of public life, coupled with a political disillusionment which was exacerbated by the scandals and corruption of contemporary political life.”46 This was the fin-de-siècle mood.


The philosophical reaction against Comte’s and Mach’s positivism was an idealist revival championed in part by the distinguished French philosopher Henri Bergson. Bergson’s idealism emphasized élan vital and faith in a creativity that cannot be explained by science, as well as a rethinking of the relation between mind and reality. The fashionable belief in the occult and the wide popularity of séances among the intelligentsia were partly a reaction to positivism’s doctrine of the nonexistence of the invisible and the ineffable.


La bande à Picasso could not have failed to have heard about Bergson through his widely advertised lectures and from Max Jacob, who read him as a young philosophy student.47 Central to Bergson’s philosophy is the concept of “duration,” according to which what we know as reality is what in retrospect we have experienced as the sum total of a continuous uninterrupted flow of sensations. Duration is a dynamic process that permits us to reflect all at once—simultaneously—on the inner unconscious experience that constitutes our memory and so is the source of all that we know: “Pure intellect is a contraction . . . of a more extensive power [which is a] vague intuition” that is exercised in the deep unconscious.48 To Bergson the purest perception of the world can be obtained only by rejecting an exclusively materialist interpretation. Only the artist can reach this apogee of thought because “art has no other object than to dissipate the practically useful symbols . . . in order to bring us face to face with reality itself.”49 


For Bergson the true self is unconscious and nonlogical and can express itself only through intuition. Bergson denied to science any possibility of understanding physical reality because scientific symbols and units, as intellectual constructs, are not reflective of the continuous manner in which the individual experiences time.50 Certain philosophers found Bergson’s views vague and anti-intellectual. Yet it was his poetic vagueness and emphasis on art and creativity that impressed antisymbolist poets such as Apollinaire, Salmon and Jacob, and through them Picasso.


The literary movement known as symbolism styled itself for the most part on a philosophical idealism driven onto the path of mysticism. Thus it cut itself off from life entirely and so was doubly counter to positivism. The fin-de-siècle decadence that emerged was resisted particularly in Barcelona, where the intellectuals favored “a Nietzschean energy and defiance of the bourgeois rather than the lilies and languors of Swinburne and Burne-Jones or the pessimistic irony of Laforgue.”51 In Barcelona this movement was more strenuous than in Paris: Active anarchist movements in Catalonia resulted in almost daily bombings. At Els 4 Gats, Picasso had been in the eye of the storm.


Apollinaire and his young colleagues sought a new form of literature: one that contained some of the fantasy of symbolism and yet did not turn its back on the world; that did not exclude intellectual and literary elements; that did not reduce itself to an outpouring of sentimentalism on the one hand or an exact copy of nature on the other; that glimpsed a world beyond appearances. Just as the symbolists turned to music for many of their themes,52 the new wave would turn to art. The fauvism of Henri Matisse was somewhat in the right direction, as Apollinaire wrote in a 1907 issue of La Phalange: “The eloquence of your work arises primarily from the combination of colours and lines. It is what constitutes the art of the painter and not, as some superficial minds still believe, the simple reproduction of the object.”53 Matisse, twelve years younger than Picasso, was the only painter that Picasso ever judged to be a rival and eventually considered an equal.54 


By the time he met Picasso in October 1904, Apollinaire had already been experimenting with “an accommodation between a form of lyricism anchored in reality, whether urban or rural, and the symbolist notion inherited from Mallarmé of the poem as an enigma.”55 


In science, by contrast, the mood was quite different.






SOME SCIENTIFIC AND
 TECHNOLOGICAL TRENDS


Three momentous discoveries at the very end of the century lifted science out of its own fin-de-siècle doldrums: the discoveries of X rays in 1895, radioactivity in 1896 and the electron in 1897. Scientists were forced to take seriously the idea that these effects might be caused by entities beyond sense perceptions.


X rays, in particular, struck the public’s fancy. The immediate philosophical-scientific message is that what you see is not what you get: There are limits to human perception. This relativity of knowledge fuelled antipositivist critiques. Space was no longer empty. Instead rays were flying everywhere: alpha rays from radioactive emissions, beta rays, which are another name for electrons, gamma rays, which would eventually be recognized as a species of light, as would X rays. The very name “X ray” denoted that scientists were not exactly sure what they are. The notion of X-ray vision, which had titillated the imaginations of writers since the 1890s, now seemed about to be made real. Cartoonists had a field day.56 


Recall that Picasso’s first trip to Paris, in 1900, was to attend the Exposition Universelle at which his painting The Last Moments was exhibited. The Exposition’s Palace of Electricity was set up as testimony to the incredible industrial progress made in the last few decades. Within the past generation, everyone’s experience of time and space had been altered by such technological innovations as the telephone, wireless telegraphy, X rays, bicycles, movies, the automobile, the dirigible and then the airplane. 57 Given his interest in photography and in any experimentation with images, Picasso could not have failed to have a look at the X-ray photographs and equipment on exhibit.






SOME REPOR TS OF SCIENCE
 IN NEWSPAPERS AND JOURNALS


Picasso and his literary friends would also, of course, have read about X rays and other technological developments in the newspapers. In the Paris-Journal of 10 May, 1905, an article entitled “Choses de l’Invisible [Invisible Things]” begins, “There are more things in Heaven and Earth Horatio than we believe communally. . . . And our century seems effectively to be the epoch whence the invisible, the occult, relegated to the level of chimeras by positivists triumphantly, seems to be revealed to us. . . . It is the discovery of that extraordinary spy, the X-ray.” Other articles of this period also cited X-ray photographs as revealing an invisible reality, just like supposed spirit photographs.58 Such articles had special appeal for writers such as Jacob, who dabbled in the occult. Artists and writers began to feel that like the scientists perhaps they, too, could reveal invisible realities.


The 31 January, 1906, issue of Paris-Journal quotes German physicist Wilhelm Röntgen himself, in an article entitled “Les Rayons X [X Rays]”: “I have found rays that permit one to see the invisible, to see things inaccessible to your eyes.” “This time,” the article comments, “the miracle was real.” It then continues in a more somber vein by advising readers on the dark side of X rays: Their ability to kill rat embryos and to make rats and rabbits sterile, “Can they be used to eradicate the human species too?” The writer warns the public to be careful with radiographs because “already a physician died who experimented on himself with X-rays.”


Le Temps of 31 December, 1906, gave the two most important scientific discoveries of the year as the transmission of pictures over distance by telephone and heavier-than-air flight. Other dailies, such as Le Matin  (“Les Photographies miraculeuses,” 8 Feb., 1907) and L’Intransigeant,  carried detailed articles on long-distance transmission of photographs. This would bring an entirely new look to newspapers, which up to then were dependent on artists. Le Journal of 9 January, 1906, reported on Wilbur Wright’s visit to Paris in order to convince the French of his feat; he flies 38 kilometers in 38 minutes. Le Temps of 11 November, 1906, said of a dirigible flight from Paris to London: “Le Manche a disparu [The English Channel has disappeared]. ”


Le Matin of 8 February, 1907, trumpeted the avant-garde and its associated technological progress: “Men of today are no longer surprised. They have seen come true so many miraculous solutions: telephones, wireless telegraphy, dirigibles. All these surprises of human genius have accustomed us to expect the unexpected, to smile at the impossible, because we have the certitude of seeing it realised.” The phrase “La Con-quête de l’Air” occurs often in articles extolling the glory, romance and danger in air travel.


Like most everyone interested in current trends in literature, Apollinaire, Jacob and Salmon followed the bimonthly literary journal Mercure de France, which also carried quasi-scientific articles. I say “quasi” because these articles were written mainly by literary fantasists such as Alfred Jarry and a well-known reviver of the Rosicrucian order, Joséphin Péladan, known also as the “Sâr.” This revival, like the interest in occultism and Theosophy, went hand in hand with the upsurge of symbolism and its goal of finding release from the everyday world. The February 1904 issue carries Péladan’s article “Le Radium et l’Hyper-physique,” which tries to connect X rays and supernatural phenomena. He writes that “hyperphysics has for its object the study of supernatural phenomena.”59 As a prelude, however, the explanations of X rays, cathode rays and Ernest Rutherford’s work on radioactivity are not bad. Although some considered Péladan a rather preposterous figure, Apollinaire, Jacob and Jarry, with their attraction to the occult, were somewhat influenced by his ideas concerning the Apocalypse, androgen and the mystical nature of sex. In turn, they no doubt transmitted these ideas to Picasso.60 In the same issue of Mercure de France we also find Albert Prieur’s review of Louis Fabre’s book, L’Esprit Scientifique, which explores the issue of scientific relativism in some detail.61 Another issue contains an article by Marcel Réja that includes a discussion of time travel.62 


In still another issue, a review of Gustav LeBon’s 1905 book L’Evolution de la Matière focuses on the claim that any sort of radiation is a result of atomic disassociation.63 According to LeBon, atoms are not permanent, but are continuously being transformed into energy. In the end everything is amorphous. These views reflect the philosophy of LeBon’s good friend Bergson: Both men stressed continuity and process over tangible materiality.64 LeBon’s book became a best-seller.65 


Another notable book review in Mercure de France is by Louis Weber of the great French polymath Henri Poincaré’s La Science et l’hypothèse, published in 1902.66 Weber discusses how, in a superficial sense, science can appear to be an infallible logic system whose truth is beyond any doubt. Yet by taking note of the role played by hypotheses and their dependence on interlocking assumptions, Poincaré shows how unstable scientific theories actually are. Poincaré’s probing, writes the reviewer, reveals as well that our choice of any hypothesis among a theoretically infinite number that can explain any set of data, is based on “convenience.” Consequently, there is no reason to believe in the uniqueness of scientific theories, nor even of the real existence of unseen entities postulated by theories such as atoms. La Science et l’hypothèse was also a best-seller and, as we will see, it played an important role for Picasso.


All of these newspapers and literary journals would have been read by various members of la bande à Picasso. Their friend Alfred Jarry, who was in a better position than they to understand the science, exerted a strong influence on their literary endeavors and would soon influence Picasso’s art as well.






ALFRED JARRY


Alfred Jarry was the very personification of the avant-garde as a way of life. He was an intellectual agent provocateur who specialized in demolishing bourgeois literary and social conventions.


Jarry was born 8 September, 1873, in Laval in Brittany. At the Lycée in Rennes he was a brilliant student, excelling without much effort while demonstrating a talent for being the worst sort of troublemaker. Scatological humor was his particular delight. He was graduated with an exemplary record in Greek, Latin, German and drawing. More relevant to Jarry’s future literary career, however, was his hopelessly incompetent physics teacher, Professor Hébert. Hébert’s class in “my science of physics” was sheer pandemonium, with explanations hopelessly inept and demonstrations always going awry. Jarry participated with great gusto in the general uproar and in concocting plays about the unfortunate professor. Some of this material would later form the basis of his Ubu plays, dating from 1896, in addition to his posthumously published play, Gestes et opinions du docteur Faustroll, pataphysicien.


Jarry had his heart set on an engineering degree at the École Polytechnique, but decided instead to attend the Lycée Henri IV in Paris in order to prepare for entrance to the École Normale. While majoring in sophisticated pranks, Jarry also found the time to learn about Nietzsche and to hear, from Henri Bergson himself, the beginnings of a new sort of philosophy with a decidedly antipositivist edge, as well as about the primacy of the imagination, an aspect of symbolist literature that would always be central to his work.67 In time Jarry abandoned formal education to strike out into Paris as an homme de lettres. Beginning in about 1895, aided by an intentionally enormous daily intake of alcohol and drugs, Jarry transformed himself into a person whose explosively antitraditional artistic and literary goals were inseparable from the man: He lived his literary creations.


Although Jarry had made somewhat of a name for himself by 1896, it was in that year that he burst onto the French literary scene with his play Ubu Roi. Père Ubu is a one-man demolition squad. With full Nietzschean nihilism, Jarry aimed to uproot the pompous French theater of the time and through absurdity to poke fun at middle-class culture generally. The first word of Ubu Roi is Jarry’s variation on the famous mot de Cambronne,  “Merdre!” Such a word had never before been uttered on the French stage (at least not in so prominent a spot). Making matters worse was the emphatic pronunciation Jarry asked for, with the addition of the sonorous “r”—“MerdRe.” At the first performance it took some fifteen or twenty minutes to restore order before the play could resume. The play’s second word was “Merdre!”68 


Typically Jarry could be seen riding his bicycle clad in a bicycle racer’s outfit, with a carbine over his shoulder, one or two Browning revolvers on his belt and possibly a fishing rod to catch a meal from the Seine. The revolvers were legendary. In 1897 he once became so exasperated at the stuttering of a Belgian comic that Jarry shot him—with a blank cartridge, of course. Another time at Le Lapin Agile, Jarry blasted away at three Germans whose questions about aesthetic theories exasperated him.


Among the few constants of Jarry’s personality were his inconsistency and his absolute lack of moderation. No convention escaped flouting: When he felt like it, he ate his meals backwards, starting from dessert. He sometimes wore a paper shirt with the tie drawn in ink.69 


These traits were not idiosyncrasies or mere excesses for show, but Jarry’s statement about the unity of life, literature and art, a unity that, in his view, required completely redefining one’s conceptual framework. Such views made an indelible impression on young writers such as Apollinaire and Salmon, whom Jarry met in 1903, and through them on Picasso. Jarry’s message was that they must rid themselves of any constraints on their thinking. His influence reinforced their own lyrical and artistic fantasies, even if they were not prepared to go Jarry’s own route. In 1907 Picasso began to respond artistically to Jarry’s message.


Whereas the destructive Père Ubu was a parody of a bumbling savant with his “science of physics,” Dr. Faustroll reflected Jarry’s own search for another avenue, a “pataphysics,” to probe worlds beyond our perceptions. Gestes et opinions du docteur Faustroll, pataphysicien is a journey through imaginary worlds of art, literature, philosophy and science.70 Jarry spends the most time on l’imagination scientifique. Some years later “he declared categorically that he conceived of no other form of imagination.”71 


Jarry’s exposition of pataphysics makes it clear that the scientific and artistic dimensions are the ones he most sought to delineate. “Pataphysics will be, above all, the science of the particular, despite the common opinion that the only science is that of the general. Pataphysics will examine the laws governing exceptions.”72 “Pataphysics is the science of imaginary solutions, which symbolically attributes to the lineaments of objects the properties described by their virtuality.”73 As follows from Jarry’s belief in the consistency of being inconsistent, in life as on the page, everything is an exception and so anything can be an imaginary solution to any problem, be it scientific, artistic or literary. Furthermore, all of these imaginary solutions are admissible, and so all worlds are possible ones. Intellectual freedom is complete.


Jarry immediately gives an example of what he means by an object’s “virtuality.” The question, What is the shape of a clock? permits a large number of replies, depending on how you view it, that is, its virtuality. Any one of these solutions is possible. In other words, there is no absolute “shape of the clock.” This idea would influence Picasso in developing an art in which several views of an object are set down simultaneously.


As to the propriety of such “imaginary solutions,” Jarry goes on in Gestes to discuss what life would seem like to someone shrunk to the size of a mite walking on a cabbage leaf covered with dew. Certainly the view one could formulate from sense perceptions would differ drastically from our daily world. Such examples of the relativity of knowledge illustrate Jarry’s stance against traditional science and its assumption that ours is the only possible universe.


In his first years in Paris, Picasso’s French was not good enough to let him read Jarry’s published works. But Jarry’s good friend Apollinaire informed Picasso all about them, and in such a way that Picasso could understand what Jarry was getting at: One must free one’s mind to imagine all imaginary worlds, to look beyond appearances. Nor could Apollinaire overlook a dominant theme of Jarry’s work, the high place that Jarry accorded to the artist. Following Nietzsche’s pronouncement of the death of God, the resulting vacuum is filled by the creative artist, the only person capable of searching for the absolute with the infinite creativity needed to conjure worlds of the imagination.74 Seeking the absolute was of great importance to Jarry, for whom all relative truths were, at bottom, lies.


In the search for the absolute, Jarry suggested, further extensions of art required geometry. As he wrote in his 1901 Almanach illustré du Père Ubu, a conversation between Père Ubu and his conscience:




Conscience: Père Ubu, you only utter stupidities. What are, to change the subject, your latest stupidities on the subject of painting? Père Ubu: I no longer do paintings, I am of the persuasion of Saint Jerome who said to his students: “Distrust Titian! Be on guard with Correggio!” I who even have more general views, say: “Be on guard with painting!” I have ceased to aid Mr. Bougrereau with my advice, I make geometry.75 





Disputes over whether Picasso ever met Jarry are red herrings.76 He knew about Jarry through Apollinaire as well as via Jacob, Raynal and Salmon. Jarry’s dedication to exploding bourgeois norms, his regard for art and interest in science and the high place he accorded to artists could only have impressed Picasso. Jarry’s charge to both artists and writers was to move away from realism toward imaginary worlds. This message directly affected Apollinaire, as it would Picasso.


Picasso went out of his way to emulate Jarry’s lifestyle, though without the excesses. For example, by 1907 Picasso also possessed a Browning revolver loaded with blanks, which he would fire at admirers inquiring about the meaning of his paintings, his theory of aesthetics, or anyone daring to insult Cézanne’s memory.77 Like Jarry, Picasso used his Browning as a pataphysical weapon, in a sense playing Père Ubu au natural,78 disposing of bourgeois boors, morons and philistines. Père Ubu’s statement to his conscience about discarding old forms of painting by turning to geometry could only have been inspirational to Picasso during his work on Les Demoiselles d’Avignon. Geometry turned out to be the language of the dramatically new art that Picasso sought so passionately beginning in 1907. Before that, however, he required two key periods of transformation.






TRANSFORMATION: 1904–1905


The first is Picasso’s transition from the Blue to the Rose Period, during the winter of 1904 and 1905. Everything was in place for a dramatic change, to paraphrase Dora Maar:79 the woman with whom he was in love, Fernande Olivier; the poet or poets who served as catalysts, chiefly Apollinaire, Jacob and Salmon; the place where he lived, the Bateau Lavoir; the circle of friends who provided the admiration and understanding of which he never had enough, la bande à Picasso; and the dog who was his inseparable companion, Frika.


The combination of Picasso’s settled personal life and the intellectual stimulus of la bande à Picasso provided the spark. Frequenting the Cirque Médrano, Picasso became fond of the clowns and acrobats, figures who in their character and activities merged such traditional sixteenth-century figures as Harlequins and saltimbanques, outsiders from society. Fernande recalled Picasso spending time with them at the circus’s bar. To her exasperation, he even invited one home for dinner.80 By this time Picasso had styled himself as the genial outsider, and so these figures were all the more attractive to him.


To poets such as Apollinaire, the saltimbanques were a metaphor for “artistic creation, a magical process, seen as divine, not at all subject to laws of nature and even less to social conventions.”81 Apollinaire wanted to inculcate this metaphor into the mind of the artist. His poem Les Saltimbanques, completed in November 1905, greatly affected Picasso’s thinking toward his The Family of Saltimbanques,82 whose figures can be identified as members of la bande à Picasso, with Picasso himself as Harlequin.83 These Harlequin paintings depict Harlequin dressed in the traditional bright colors and delineated patterns that removed him from the direct world of appearances, connecting him instead with a mysterious world beyond it.84 In Saltimbanques Apollinaire gave this figure a dominant position and referred to him as “Harlequin Trismegistus,” the name given to Hermes, timeless and mysterious god of alchemical secrets.85 Such was the poet’s assessment of Picasso’s attraction and creative powers, even in 1905. 86 


After completing Saltimbanques, at the very end of 1905 Picasso effectively concluded his Rose Period by killing off Harlequin in Death of Harlequin. 87 






FURTHER TRANSFORMATIONS: 1905–1906


Scholars have conjectured additional, complementary, reasons for Picasso’s turning from the heavily sentimental Blue Period to the Rose Period, also called Picasso’s first neoclassical period. In about 1904, much talk began to circulate at cafés such as Closerie des Lilas about a renewal of the “Mediterranean tradition.” Essentially this was a countermovement by southern Europeans against the decadent fin-de-siècle mood propagated by German painters and the Nietzschean cult of le moi (the self).  Classical art was being “rediscovered” and for Picasso trips to the Louvre became essential. He also began to look more closely at Gauguin’s work, to which he had been introduced in 1901 by his friend Paco Durrio, who had once lived with Gauguin. To Picasso and other young artists, Gauguin represented a form of primitivism more literary and philosophical than aesthetic. His life was an implicit criticism of modern civilization, comparing it to a more idyllic lifestyle that had been almost obliterated by harsh French colonialism.88 In response to these varied intellectual and artistic currents Picasso abandoned his Blue Period and embraced a lighter, more abstract, freer style.


The first indications of this conceptual shift are evident in sketches and paintings Picasso made in Holland during June and July of 1905. They are flat studies with no perspective point of women depicted as giant-esses—“ schoolgirls like guardsmen,” Picasso is reported to have said.89 This change of style from the Rose Period paintings of Harlequins and saltimbanques, which were beginning to sell, can be perhaps related to Picasso’s “mistrust of his own virtuosity,” which included the incredible speed with which he produced works.90 In 1901, despite the success of the prefauve, Lautrec-like paintings bought by Vollard, Picasso had shifted to his unpopular Blue Period paintings. Now, in the face of his moderately successful Rose Period, he was taking chances with a more conceptual style, paintings that are “without subject, silences.”91 


At the time of his trip to Holland, Fernande had not yet moved in with Picasso. She resented his not taking her along and posed nude to arouse his jealousy, no doubt mixing in some affairs as well. On his return Picasso showed her the nudes he had painted, with their unspoken implications. This led to a severe falling-out, followed by a passionate reconciliation. Fernande moved into Picasso’s studio in late summer, 1905. 92 






COLLECTORS AND DEALERS


Another input into Picasso’s stylistic transformation was his introduction, by Roché, to Leo and Gertrude Stein. In October 1905, Roché arranged for Leo to visit the Bateau Lavoir. Leo, amazed at what he saw, was completely taken by Picasso: “He spoke little and seemed neither remote nor intimate—just completely there. . . . He seemed more real than most people while doing nothing about it.”93 A few days later, Fernande and Picasso dined at the Steins’ flat at rue de Fleurus, on the Left Bank. Gertrude was struck by the “good looking bootblack.”94 Picasso was equally taken by her and they began to see each other fairly regularly. Perhaps they got along so well because they shared a poor command of French, the only language they had in common. Picasso had the gift to get along with people of whose language he knew little or nothing.95 He and Gertrude became like brothers, and Picasso often called her “pard,” American slang that he picked up from the Westerns he enjoyed so much.96 


Fascinated with him, Gertrude asked Picasso to paint her portrait. She claims that there were some ninety sittings at the Bateau Lavoir. On Saturday evenings Fernande and Picasso would walk her back to the Left Bank, where they would all have dinner at rue de Fleurus. These dinners were the origin of her salon at which Picasso met, among others, Henri Matisse in March 1906. With his bad French, Picasso was often frustrated at following discussions, especially with Matisse: “Matisse talks and talks, I can’t talk, so I just said oui, oui, oui. But it’s damned nonsense all the same.”97 He brought along members of la bande à Picasso such as Apollinaire, Salmon, Jacob and Princet for support.98 From the Steins, particularly Gertrude, he received an education in art history and current aesthetic theories. Their patronage also improved his finances. But no less importantly, Picasso saw his paintings hung beside those of El Greco, Gauguin, Renoir, Cézanne and Matisse.


Most artists on the Butte were literally at the mercy of dealers, most of whom unashamedly took advantage of them. For example, the dealer known as le père Soulié never gave an artist more than one hundred francs a painting, a relative windfall. More often he bargained the artist down to such a low level that the artist was bound to refuse. At lunchtime or dinnertime, Soulié would reappear at the poor artist’s atelier and once again press the low price, which the artist, now hungry, would often accept.99 Whenever Picasso made money he immediately bought art supplies, leaving himself still almost broke.


The poor sales of his Blue Period paintings, exhibited from 25 February to 25 March 1905 at the Galeries Serrurier, made Picasso decide never to exhibit in Paris again. This attitude had taken a while to develop and only became final after the artist met such collectors as the Russian Sergei Shchukin and the Steins. Why not sell directly to the collectors themselves?


Picasso did not change his mind again about dealers until July 1907, when he met Daniel-Henry Kahnweiler.100 Kahnweiler’s advantage over other dealers was that he genuinely not only liked painting but painters, too. He established a reputation of driving a hard deal, while being scrupulously fair and fiercely loyal to his artists.101 Starting in 1907 Picasso had no more material problems and no more need to solicit the dealers of Montmartre in order to pay for his dinner. This material independence is without doubt another tile in the mosaic of Picasso’s creativity. 102 


Three other episodes enter into Picasso’s thought during his first great creative year, 1907: the major Paris salons that he attended scrupulously over the years—the Salon des Indépendants and the Salon d’Automne; his discovery of Iberian sculpture at the Louvre some time before May 1906; and his trip to Gósol with Fernande in the summer of 1906.






THE SALONS OF 1905 AND 1906


The Salon des Indépendants, created in the latter part of the nineteenth century, was intended specifically as a countermovement to the academic system of the Salon des Beaux-Arts. Its exhibitions were enormous unjuried shows. In an attempt to raise the overall quality of these shows, in 1903 the entirely separate Salon d’Automne was created with distinguished jurors to choose the best in contemporary art.103 


The Salon d’Automne exhibition of 1905 was the first of the series to make an indelible impression on Picasso. First there was the scandal of the Cage aux Fauves, the room where Matisse and such followers as Derain and Vlaminck exhibited. They used bright, highly contrasting colors employed almost arbitrarily, giving an overall impression of violence of human forms and faces. The fauvists’ direct challenge to all previous art forms led the critic Louis Vauxcelles to refer to them as “wild men” and to ask whether this was really art.104 


Also at this exhibition were a few paintings by Cézanne, which may not have attracted Picasso at the time. Similarly with Seurat’s paintings. He admired Manet’s technique. But what struck him most of all, besides the fauves, was the Ingres retrospective, particularly Ingres’s Le Bain Turc,which had been hidden away in a private collection for almost forty years. The discovery of a seraglio scene by a painter known for austere portraits created the expected stir. The close grouping of the nude women in Le Bain Turc, and the stance of the two with arms arched over their heads, influenced Picasso’s composition of Les Demoiselles d’Avignon. So did El Greco’s Apocalyptic Vision, which Picasso came across by 1906.
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FIGURE 2.3 El Greco’s Apocalyptic Vision,  1608–1614.




At the 1906 Salon des Indépendants, Matisse exhibited his Le Bonheur de Vivre, regarded by critics as the most advanced painting of its time: the very epitome of everything that was current and adventurous in art, a painting against which Picasso’s saltimbanques and Harlequins paled. He took Le Bonheur de Vivre and its reception as a major challenge. Gertrude fanned the jealousy between the two men at her Saturday evening soirées. Nevertheless Picasso and Matisse met regularly, commented upon each other’s work and even exchanged paintings. As we will see in Chapter 4, the relation became strained to the breaking point after Matisse saw Les Demoiselles d’Avignon.


Richardson emphasizes that by fall 1906 Picasso’s competitiveness began to come to the fore. He took up boxing, he “went into training; he could no longer allow Matisse’s supremacy to go unchallenged.”105 At this point Picasso decided he needed a rest from the pressures of Paris and time to reflect. But before leaving for Gósol he made a discovery that would lead him toward a new style, at the exhibition in May 1906 of recently discovered primitive Iberian sculpture at the Louvre.
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FIGURE 2.4 Pablo Picasso, The Harem.  Gósol, 1906.










PRIMITIVISM AND GÓSOL


The masklike stone faces shown at the Louvre impressed Picasso because the artist had been interested not in a naturalistic representation but a conceptual one. This exhibit also struck Matisse and Derain, who likewise felt the need to return to “primitive” sources of art.106 The Louvre experience led Picasso to reinterpret Gauguin. He would fold Gauguin’s soft primitivism and romantic image of paradise into the “rawness” in spirit of the Iberian sculpture.


Picasso assimilated the Louvre experience over the summer he spent at Gósol with Fernande. This was a happy time for them. Fernande recalled that in Spain “he became a different and altogether nicer person.”107 They passed through Barcelona, where the photograph in Figure 2.2 was taken by Picasso’s friend Joan Vidal Ventosa in his atelier as the couple were departing for Gósol.


At Gósol Picasso “discovered” Fernande’s nude body and made many sketches of her in the midst of her toilette. His sketch The Harem depicts Fernande-like houris grouped closely and combing their hair (Figure 2.4). In the foreground is a muscular Iberian-like naked man lounging on the floor while grasping a porrón, with the remains of a picnic lunch of sausage and bread lying on the ground. The connection in theme and composition with Ingres’s Bain Turc is clear. It is Picasso’s first attempt at this sort of figure grouping.


Another discovery at Gósol was their landlord Josep Fontdevila, whose face, in Picasso’s hands, was gradually transformed into a deathlike mask that would pervade Picasso’s studies in portraiture, eventually in old age becoming Picasso’s own. Picasso’s sketchbooks from Gósol “indicate his experimental work of simplifying and schematising the female face and body, of focusing on the reduction of face to mask.”108 


On returning to Paris in late August or early September, Picasso immediately set about finishing Gertrude Stein’s portrait. The story has been told many times of how at the end of about ninety sittings Picasso whited out her face and put the portrait aside. Now he could complete it and did so, legend has it, in a flash:109 Gertrude’s face is that of an Iberian relief, a stonelike mask. This is perhaps the earliest example of what Apollinaire caught so well when he wrote six years later about the development of cubism “as an art of painting new ensembles with elements borrowed not from the reality of vision, but from the reality of conception.”110 In order to further his discovery of conception over perception, Picasso embarked on a series of paintings of stonelike nudes. His style became more impersonal, less sentimental. Like his literary friends Apollinaire, Jacob and Salmon, Picasso had made the transition away from symbolism toward a new representation of reality.


This brings us to the end of 1906. Picasso is producing stonelike giantesses such as the women in Two Nudes.111 In his Self-Portrait with a Palette the artist portrays himself with a stonelike self-confidence that directly challenges Matisse’s role as leader of the avant-garde.112 The challenge is not only in the subject’s aggressive posture: the minimalist coloring, the clenched fist and the conceptual presentation of face as mask all propose a forceful alternative to Matisse’s fauve art. As Richardson writes, “Matisse wanted to soothe, comfort and delight, whereas Picasso wanted to challenge, excite and shock.”113 This Nietzschean self-portrait threw down the gauntlet. Leo Stein, recalling Picasso’s extreme competitive mood at this time, quoted him as saying that “the strong should go ahead and take what they want.”114 


Life with Fernande was beginning to deteriorate. For the first time in his life Picasso was absolutely absorbed in his work. The honeymoon in Gósol was over. Picasso withdrew into himself, convinced that he was on the brink of producing a great work of art, and met interruptions with extreme anger. Fernande resented his deep involvement and perhaps also Picasso’s representations of her, in which she was gradually changing from a lithe, beautiful woman to a stony Gertrude Stein look-alike. Picasso was already on the path, described decades later by Françoise Gilot, of transforming his mistresses from “goddesses to doormats.”115 By the end of 1906 the tension between them was at a fever pitch and growing worse. In September 1907 they tried a brief separation.


At the nascent moment of creativity, artists cannot separate themselves from the world around them. The influence of this highly charged sexual situation cannot be discounted in Picasso’s masterpiece of 1907, Les Demoiselles.
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