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  General Summary


  Pablo Picasso, born in a poor family in southern Spain in 1881, started as a child prodigy and ended as the acknowledged greatest painter of his century. After some early training with his father, a provincial drawing teacher, Picasso showed that he had thoroughly grasped naturalistic conventions–the ways that artists make a picture look "realistic"–at a very young age. After some incomplete sessions of art school in Barcelona and Madrid, Picasso spent his adolescence associating with the group of Catalan modernists who gathered at Els Quatre Gats in Barcelona. From there he moved to Paris, where he quickly found like-minded poets and painters. His work began to attract serious critical attention and praise by the time he was twenty.


  His first mature work, dating from this time, around 1901, is classified as his Blue Period. He painted anecdotal scenes of clowns, vagrants, and prostitutes, all in tones of blue. Important early works include his "Self- Portrait" (1901) and "La Vie" (1903).


  As Picasso spent more time in Paris, as his painting developed, and as he began to meet the right people, his mood lifted. His subject matter remained much the same, but his tones were warmer, or rosier, and the atmosphere of his paintings was gayer. This is sometimes called Picasso's Rose Period, but really there was no marked technical change between this and the Blue Period; this phase of the development of his work is more like a cheerful coda to his Blue Period than a separate period. He began also to acquire mistress-muses; the women in his life would be his most consistent inspiration, as he reshaped their bodies in the boldest formal experiments. He always saw painting as a kind of sexual activity; he would trace back new styles in his painting to the inspiring appearance of a new mistress. Unfortunately, while his girlfriends were such a valuable impetus to his art, they seldom emerged from their museships unscathed. Jacqueline Roque and Marie-Thérese Walter committed suicide, and Olga Koklova and Dora Maar became somewhat insane. While Picasso's relationships imbued life into his painting, they often destroyed the lives of the women involved.


  Acquiring the valuable patronage of the American siblings Leo and Gertrude Stein, Picasso soaked in all the experimental energy of the Parisian art scene and, inspired by other French painters–especially Cézanne, and also the "primitive" art of Africa and the Pacific–Picasso began to create for himself a radically new style. "Les Demoiselles d'Avignon" (1907), perhaps the most revolutionary painting of the century, prepared the ground for Cubism, a style Picasso developed in collaboration with another painter, Georges Braque.


  Demolishing the traditional conception of pictorial space, Picasso and Braque painted objects as facets of an analysis, rather than as unified objects; they wanted to paint as they thought, not as they saw. This period of their work is called Analytical Cubism, and Picasso's work in this style formed a kind of progression over the years. Compare, for instance, "Factory at Horta de Ebro (1909), "Portrait of Daniel-Henry Kahnweiler" (1910), and "Woman with Guitar ('Ma Jolie')" (1911-1912): what we see is the logical development of a single, powerful idea, pushed as far as Picasso could take it.


  Cubism's next innovation–again, a joint effort between Picasso and Braque–was Synthetic Cubism. Here, the defining characteristic was collage, a technique never before used in fine art; Picasso's "Still Life with Chair Caning" (1912) is the first example. This new method allowed Picasso to play with the bits and pieces of modern life, the handbills and the newspapers and other such detritus of the metropolis, which had never before been satisfactorily incorporated into the visual arts.


  Picasso made valuable contributions to art throughout his entire life, but it was the invention of Cubism that secured his immortality. His later work, in a proliferation of styles, from Surrealist to neo-classical, shows that his artistic vitality transcends any one style. Remarkably prolific, no single technique or medium could contain the artist's apparently boundless energy.


  Context


  Once upon a time, the artist Pablo Picasso (1881-1973) said that "museums are just a lot of lies." If he said that today, he would be damning himself; his work is in the collections of many of the world's most prestigious museums and there are several entirely devoted to him (one in Paris, one in Barcelona, and one in Antibes.) At the beginning of his career, the majority of people–curators down through the crowds–considered Picasso's work too shockingly different from what they expected from art. Paintings such as Les Demoiselles d'Avignon (1907) seemed both brutal and incomprehensible to people used to the kind of pleasant, conventional trifles offered up by painters like Bouguereau.


  However, over the course of the twentieth century, Picasso and his avant-garde associates transformed popular taste. While Picasso and the modernists had seen themselves as rebels against those staid curators and dull crowds who defined aesthetic norms, they found themselves eventually embraced by them. By mid-century, Picasso enjoyed a celebrity that no living painter had ever known. He had sycophants and mistresses, he was in movies and on the cover of Life magazine. He was the conquering hero of modernism.


  Picasso and his contemporaries were not the first avant-garde; they were simply the first to win their battle. The Impressionists before them had defined the rules of the game, seeing themselves as a group out to both attack and transform a moribund mainstream culture through bold artistic innovation. If the Impressionists worked out the group dynamics of avant-gardism, the painter Gustave Courbet (1819-1877) worked out the pattern of the individual avant-garde persona. He brought to nineteenth-century French painting both novelty and a sense of revolt, and he wanted his paintings to have effects beyond the gallery wall; a committed socialist, he wanted to change the world by the gritty, unidealized realism of his paintings, making proclamations like "I am a Courbetist, that's all. My painting is the only true one. I am the first and only artist of this century. The others are students and drivellers." Inheriting Courbet's sense of mission, Picasso and his group wanted to annoy, outrage, and disgust the middle class and the leaders of middle-class taste. Their goal was to change the world. Paris was the great capital for these bohemians–the place for ambitious and angry young artists to meet like-minded companions–and continued to be so decade after decade. When Picasso, who grew up in Spain, established himself in Paris in 1904, he fell in with a crowd that included the French poet Guillaume Apollinaire and American author and patron of the arts Gertrude Stein. Paris was a hothouse–the artistic community there germinated one movement after another as various strategies for innovation and transformation burgeoned–and Picasso was soon in the thick of it, influencing, and influenced by, this tremendous growth.


  In a few decades, modernism did indeed conquer the world, in a way that Courbet and his followers were never able to do. Once this victory was achieved, of course, earlier statements against the museums (like Picasso's), against popular taste, against the middle class, and against the art academies, sounded either blindly hypocritical or strangely self-hating–but in truth the world had changed, and the statements now were simply out of context: at the time they were made, they referred to territory that modernism had not yet claimed for itself. Having won, modernism could no longer play the rebel. Picasso's very long life–from starving artist to painter as hero, prophet, and icon all in one–spans the story of modernism's outward struggles, inner conflicts, and ultimate triumph.


  Important Terms, People, and Events


  Terms


  
    Analytical Cubism - In The Path to Cubism, published in 1920, Kahnweiler first made the distinction between Analytical and Synthetic Cubism that later art historians borrowed and used. Kahnweiler used the term Analytical Cubism to characterize the work produced by Picasso and Braque from about 1908 to 1912. The idea behind their work of this period was an extension of Cézanne's; they wanted to paint not the appearance of the subject (after all, a camera can do that) but an analysis of the subject. Cubism has nothing to do with cubes; the work of this period instead looks like a shimmering group of facets, because appearance is fragmented into discontinuous planes. The word "analysis" comes from a Greek word meaning "to undo," "to loosen throughout," and so it is fitting that this style of painting aimed at an understanding of the subject by breaking the subject up into constituent parts. Picasso's Analytical Cubist work is mostly in very dull colors, browns and blacks and grays, so as not to distract the viewer's attention from the formal experiment. By comparing Braque's "Houses at L'Estaque" with a photograph of the view that he was painting, one can clearly see how Analytical Cubism renders a subject.The best way to understand what Analytical Cubism means is to look at the pictures; it is, after all, a visual concept. Picasso's development of the style over time shows what he was aiming for.

  


  
    Art Nouveau - People began speaking of "Art Nouveau"–which means "New Art" in French–in the 1890s. Architects, who were now as likely to be using iron and glass as stone, felt that different building materials called for a new style of ornament; they were ready to draw on sources besides the Greek and Roman, which had been very nearly the only source of architectural inspiration since the Renaissance.Asian art was held up as a new model for European art. However, Art Nouveau did not just copy Asian examples, but transformed them into something new. The influence of the sweeping arabesques of Asian decoration encouraged architects to try to transpose these curves into iron. From Japanese art in particular, Europeans saw that design could be harmonious without being symmetrical. The super-curvaceous, asymmetrical designs of the Belgian architect Victor Horta (1861-1947) were wildly popular in the 1890s.The influence of Asian art was even more profound among painters and printmakers. Instead of aiming to present a convincing representation of reality, artists tried to paint pleasing patterns. "Decorative" was a word of high praise. Pictorial space was flattened and contrast sharpened, so that outlines and shapes took on a life of their own. The work of Aubrey Beardsley, inspired by Japanese prints, was well loved.

  


  
    Assemblage - An assemblage is, simply, a sculpture that is "assembled" instead of carved or chiseled or cast. The sculpture consists of miscellaneous objects and materials glued or otherwise stuck together, like a three-dimensional collage. Picasso's "Guitar" (1912) is a good example.

  


  
    Avant-garde - "Avant-garde" is French for "advance guard." The term describes how certain groups of artists since the mid-nineteenth century have thought of themselves as plunging bravely into the future, ahead of the laggards of mainstream society. It is difficult to pinpoint the origin of the phrase; an early example of its use, in a French essay from 1845 on the role of the artist, gives a good sense of its meaning (the pompous tone is also quite typical): Art, the expression of society, manifests, in its highest soaring, the most advanced social tendencies: it is the forerunner and therevealer. Therefore, to know whether art worthily fulfills itsproper mission as initiator, whether the artist is truly of theavant-garde, one must know where Humanity is going, what the destinyof the human race is...

  


  
    Blue Period - Towards the end of 1901, Picasso started painting entirely in shades of blue; his subject matter was appropriately melancholy–emaciated vagrants and old prostitutes. He continued painting in this style until the end of 1904, when rose tones began to dominate his palette.

  


  
    Collage - "Collage" is French for "gluing," and refers to making pictures by pasting together scavenged scraps (like old newspapers, photographs, pieces of cloth, whatever) instead of drawing or painting. Picasso's "Still Life with Chair Caning" (1912) introduced the practice into the fine arts, although, strictly speaking, he did not invent it: the technique is found in nineteenth-century folk art. Picasso, however, was the first to see its possibilities in a modern context.

  


  
    Cubism - Cubism was a new style of painting–often divided into two main phases or tendencies, Analytical and Synthetic–invented by Picasso and Braque. Picasso's "Les Demoiselles d'Avignon" (1907), which took "primitive" art as its inspiration, cleared the way for this radical redefinition of painting. Other pieces by Picasso in 1907, such as "Mother and Child," show how the influence of African masks moved him in a proto-Cubist direction.By October 1907, the poet Apollinaire had introduced Picasso to Braque, a young painter extremely devoted to Cézanne. Together the two developed Cubism, beginning in 1908. Their partnership and cooperative development of Cubism was disrupted by the outbreak of World War I in August, 1914. Picasso's last major purely Cubist work was his "Three Musicians" of 1921; afterwards, his interests turned towards Surrealism, politics, and the old masters. All of Picasso's later works engaged in clear dialogue with Cubism, but did so as they would with an already-developed, complete style–that is, they did not try to reshape or rework Cubism, simply referencing it and leaving it intact.
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