












MATISSE 
AND 
PICASSO










MATISSE 
AND
 PICASSO



The Story of Their Rivalry and Friendship





JACK FLAM







[image: i_Image4]











Many of the designations used by manufacturers and sellers to distinguish their products are claimed as trademarks. Where those designations appear in this book and Westview Press was aware of a trademark claim, the designations have been printed in initial capital letters.


All Matisse illustrations © 2003 Succession H. Matisse, Paris / Artists Rights Society (ARS), New York
All Picasso illustrations © 2003 Estate of Pablo Picasso / Artists Rights Society (ARS), New York
Copyright © 2003 by Jack Flam


All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form or by any means, electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording, or otherwise, without the prior written permission of the publisher. Printed in the United States of America.


The Library of Congress has cataloged the hardcover edition as follows:
 Flam, Jack D.
    Matisse and Picasso : the story of their rivalry and friendship / Jack Flam.—Icon ed.
        p. cm.
     Includes index.
    ISBN 0-8133-6581-3 (hardcover : alk. paper)
    eBook ISBN: 9780786723836
    1. Matisse, Henri, 1869–1954—Friends and associates. 2. Picasso, Pablo, 
1881–1973—Friends and associates. 3. Artists—France—Biography.
I. Title
ISBN 0-8133-9046-X (paperback)
    N6853.M33 F529 2003
    759.4—dc21


2002154120
 

Westview Press is a member of the Perseus Books Group.
Find us on the World Wide Web at http://www.westviewpress.com
 

Westview Press books are available at special discounts for bulk purchases in the U.S. by corporations, institutions, and other organizations. For more information, please contact the Special Markets Department at the Perseus Books Group, 11 Cambridge Center, Cambridge, MA 02142, or call (800) 255–1514 or (617) 252–5298, or e-mail j.mccrary@perseusbooks.com.
 

Text design by Brent Wilcox 
 Set in 10.5-point Sabon by the Perseus Books Group
 

First paperback printing, March 2004
 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10—05 04 03










PREFACE


This book takes a fresh look at the relationship between Henri Matisse and Pablo Picasso, two artists who dominated the art of the twentieth century. It is different from other books on the subject in that it deals with their rivalry and friendship as a continuous story, from the time they first moved into each other’s orbit in 1905 until they died. It explores the various ways that Matisse and Picasso inspired and challenged each other, and shows how their responses to each other’s work often had a determining effect on the directions their art took. As will be seen, the work of each would have been less rich without the constant presence of the other to provoke him and to pressure him toward fresh paths.


I also pay a good deal of attention to the ways their personal affairs affected their art and their interactions with each other. I want to give the reader a sense of these two extraordinary individuals as men as well as artists, and to situate their art in the context of their lives. I am aware that this is a potentially dangerous area, especially with regard to men like Matisse and Picasso, whose work defied the stable codes and narrative subjects of traditional art and was meant to be open and ambiguous, even at times intentionally inconclusive and contradictory. This aesthetic makes their art particularly resistant to the kind of interpretive paraphrase that is often necessary to relate a work of art to an artist’s life and makes the whole enterprise somewhat risky. But I believe it is a risk worth taking, because the common practice of discussing their works as if they had set out to solve abstract sets of formal or art-historical problems distorts the art at least as much by draining away some of its reason for being.


In modern painting, there are fewer conventionally agreed-on meanings than in traditional art. As a result, the latent or private content of a work often becomes part of its public or manifest content. This situation is especially true of Picasso, because so much of his work is clearly autobiographical. In fact, the private meanings in his works have been so much written about that they have become part of their public meaning. With Matisse, the situation is different. His subjects tend to be more neutral than Picasso’s, and his art is structurally so much more open that—simply in pictorial terms—specific readings are more difficult to discuss. And because Matisse was uneasy about the possibility of his work revealing more about himself than he wanted to make known, he actively resisted interpretation. Actually, it seems he wanted to have it both ways. On the one hand, he told the poet André Verdet that he believed a work of art was “the emanation, the projection of self. My drawings and my canvases are pieces of myself. Their totality constitutes Henri Matisse.” But at the same time, he also insisted that his art had virtually nothing to do with the events of his life, as if the “self” he was speaking of existed on a higher plane than the mere man. This dichotomy I am willing to grant, for his view of art was a transcendent one. But as will become apparent in the following pages, Matisse’s work, though not autobiographical in the same way as Picasso’s, is more directly related to the events in his life than one might suppose.


Crucially, both Matisse and Picasso were primarily painters of women, and the erotic plays an important part in the work of both artists. With Picasso, the role that specific women played in his art is taken for granted, and the division into periods that is commonly used in the discussion of his work is often coordinated with the main woman in his life. It is a cliché, but like many clichés it holds a good deal of truth. Those women did affect his art in distinct ways, both as subjects and in terms of style, and he seems to have used them as catalysts for change.


Among other things, they spurred Picasso to reflect on himself. A vast range of lived experience is encompassed by his art—from his romantic, youthful pictures of poverty and sexual longing to the harrowing pictures of old age and death that he painted during his last years. During three-quarters of a century, Picasso’s art reflected many aspects of his personal life and referred to much of the disquiet of the world around him. He had enormous natural gifts and a temperament that prodded him to try virtually anything, no matter how outrageous. He would stick pieces of newspaper or oilcloth in his pictures; he would make sculptures out of spoons or scraps of wood; he would get his friend Julio González to weld together pots and colanders and scrap iron and call it sculpture. In the 1920s, madly enamored of a beautiful and very young woman—a woman whose very existence he would keep secret for many years—he would paint her nude body with all the orifices in full display, and with her anus more prominent than her vagina. The relative abstraction of the rendering allowed people to pretend not to notice, but there it was—almost an open declaration of his sexual preferences. No wonder the Surrealists loved him so. André Breton illustrated the first part of “Surrealism and Painting” entirely with Picasso’s works, and the Surrealists considered him one of their most important acquisitions, after a fashion; although Picasso stayed close to the group for years, he never became a card-carrying member of the movement. He was not by nature a joiner. It would take an organization as large and lethal as the Communist Party to get him to become one.


Compared with the direct, narrative character of so much of Picasso’s art, Matisse’s painting and the language we feel we must use to describe it are relatively esoteric—despite the simplicity of his imagery. The subjects of Matisse’s paintings are often neutral, but the way they are painted often raises them to the realm of the metaphysical. This engagement with the metaphysical rather than the social is, by the way, one of the things Picasso took away from his early acquaintance with Matisse; and as we shall see, it had no small bearing on Picasso’s Cubism. But given the intense visuality of Matisse’s painting, and the difficulties involved in describing it, it is not surprising to find that during most of their lifetimes, in comparisons between the two, Matisse was bound to suffer. Whereas Picasso seemed deeply engaged with the contemporary world and with history in the making, Matisse seemed to ignore the political and social issues in the world around him.


With Matisse, little differentiation has been made between his private and public selves, and as a result his art is held to have had no direct relation to his private life. But a number of women played important roles in relation to Matisse’s art. As with the main women in Picasso’s life, each of Matisse’s women affected his style as well as his imagery. During the years between 1925 and 1940 in particular, part of the artistic rivalry between Matisse and Picasso was acted out as a kind of duel that revolved around the depictions of some of these women.
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RATHER THAN BEING ORGANIZED in terms of periods of stylistic development, this book is organized in terms of the artists’ responses to three aspects of life that we to some degree all share. The first has to do with establishing one’s identity and making the most of one’s abilities and limitations. For an artist, this study of self always involves the overriding question, Am I really capable of being a great artist? The second has to do with how one relates emotionally to the people around one—one’s family, one’s sexual partners, the handful of people whom in the course of a lifetime one really loves. For an artist, the overriding question here is, Am I capable of overcoming my own self-absorption and really loving someone else? The third has to do with whether, in the face of physical decline, it will be possible to continue to act effectively in the world, and with what sort of courage one will finally face extinction. The overriding question here is, Can I continue to work and grow and wring meaning from the confrontation with my own death?


Although this book does not set out to follow a specific theoretical model, my thinking about how artists deal with the various phases of their careers has benefited from the useful discussion of “Poetic Crossing” that Harold Bloom develops in the coda to his study of Wallace Stevens’s poetry. Simply stated, Bloom posits three “Crossings,” each of which involves an artist’s dilemma in “confronting death, or the death of love, or the death of the creative gift, but in just the reverse order.” These three crossings correspond to phases that are especially germane to the careers of both Matisse and Picasso. Although they were a dozen years apart in age, they seem to have passed through them at around the same time—partly as the result of global historical events, including two world wars, and partly because of an odd congruence of personal circumstances.


Each artist played an important role in how the other defined himself in relation to these three crossings. For example, between 1906 and 1918, Matisse produced some of his greatest works. But his sense of “election” as a great artist was to some degree called into question—and in a way deferred—by Picasso’s achievement. During the 1920s and 1930s, the strategy each man brought to the subject of love was profoundly affected by his awareness of the way the other was treating it. And during the last decades of Picasso’s life, his awareness of Matisse’s achievement seems to have provoked him to measure himself against the past masters, as if to allay doubts about the lasting value of his work.
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THE MORE ONE LOOKS at the works of these two exceptional artists together, the more engaging, and mysterious, they become. When their works are studied together, a kind of synergetic effect is created, and indeed the work of one makes the other’s work look stronger—as if each artist is in some way more complete when his works are considered along with those of the other. This relationship is something both men seem to have understood. Throughout their lives, from the first time they met, each recognized that the other would somehow be the main presence that he would have to reckon with. For a half century, they spurred each other on to do things that might not have been possible without the other, like top-level athletes who set the pace for each other. “All things considered,” Picasso remarked, “there is only Matisse.” Matisse, for his part, said, “Only one person has the right to criticize me, that is Picasso.” And more than once, both of them were reported to have said something to this effect: “We must talk to each other as much as we can. When one of us dies, there will be some things that the other will never be able to talk of with anyone else.”
















1
BEFORE MATISSE AND PICASSO





As an artist, a man has no home in Europe save in Paris.






—FRIEDRICH NIETZSCHE, ECCE HOMO






On the fourteenth day of April 1900, the Paris World’s Fair opened to an excited public. The fairgrounds covered some 547 acres, making it the largest ever in Europe. Two of the most popular exhibitions, at the Château d’Eau and the Hall of Illusions, involved spectacular displays of electricity. There were also elaborate presentations of colonial cultures, most notably from Africa and the South Seas, and a panorama that re-created part of the Trans-Siberian Railway. The various nations had their pavilions along the quai d’Orsay on the left bank of the Seine, and a bridge named for Alexander III of Russia was built to join the pavilions on the Left Bank with those on the Right Bank, which included two newly built “palaces” for art, the Grand Palais and the Petit Palais, just off the Champs-Elysées.
 



At that fair, a talented eighteen-year-old Spanish artist named Pablo Ruiz exhibited a painting called Last Moments, an accomplished narrative in an academic realist style, which portrayed a dying girl surrounded by a priest, a nun, and her family. Ruiz had never been to Paris, but before the year was out he planned to go there to see his painting in the company of his close friend Carles Casagemas, with whom he shared a studio in Barcelona. In Paris, as Vicente Huidobro would later write, “You are at the door of the century. You have the key to the door in your hands.”


Just a few months earlier, while the stone and cast-iron Grand Palais was being built, a thirty-year-old artist named Henri Matisse had been hired to paint garlands for the scenery on the Trans-Siberian Railway exposition. The work was backbreaking and tedious, and after a few weeks he took ill and was fired. He, too, had submitted a painting to the fine arts section, but it was refused. Matisse at the time was married and had two children. His six-year-old daughter Marguerite had been born to another woman five years before Matisse married his wife, Amélie, who generously adopted and lovingly cared for her. Their son Jean was just a year old. By the time the World’s Fair closed at the end of the year, the Matisses had a second son, Pierre. Dirt poor, they were supported partly by Matisse’s father and partly by the hats that Amélie Matisse made and sold.


Whereas Ruiz was considered one of the most talented artists in Barcelona, the gifts of his friend Casagemas were of a decidedly limited nature. But in Paris, this distinction didn’t count for much, and neither man made much of an impression. Ruiz and his friend did, however, meet some interesting women, and Casagemas fell madly in love with Germaine Gargallo (née Florentin), who though born in Montmartre was part Spanish and spoke the language. She liked Casagemas well enough, but although they slept in the same bed, it was with a good deal of frustration, as the poor man’s sexual potency was even weaker than his artistic talent. When he and Ruiz returned to Barcelona, they still shared a studio. Casagemas was writing frenzied love letters to Germaine and drinking so much that Ruiz was glad to see him leave for Paris the following February.


But when Casagemas saw Germaine, she explained to him that they had no future together. Casagemas decided to return to Spain and invited his small circle of mostly Spanish friends to a farewell dinner at a local restaurant. There, after everyone had drunk a good deal of wine, he pulled out a revolver, aimed it at Germaine, and fired. He missed. Then he put the revolver to his temple and blew his brains out.


The sudden death of Casagemas deeply affected Ruiz, who by the middle of the year had begun to sign his work with the name of his mother rather than his father: Pablo Picasso. During the next year or so, Picasso painted several pictures that touched on the death of Casagemas, including a large pseudo-religious painting called Evocation, in which Casagemas is represented with his arms stretched out in a Christ-like gesture, ascending to Heaven on a white horse. There he is greeted by a trio of prostitutes dressed only in colored stockings—mocking both the Christian Trinity and the pagan Three Graces. This is when Picasso began to paint primarily in melancholic, deep blue tonalities. His paintings often depicted human suffering in a tender, even sentimental way, although they sometimes had a very sharp edge.


Many of Picasso’s paintings from this period are autobiographical in that they record the ongoing discovery of the world by a talented and alert young man who is especially sensitive to themes dealing with sex, friendship, and poverty. Later, when he became the most famous artist alive, this autobiographical aspect of his work would come under microscopic scrutiny, and a number of his works would be revealed to have quite specifically private meanings. In some cases, such as La Vie of 1903 (Fig. 1.1), the public and private meanings have become so intertwined that it is virtually impossible to separate them.
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FIGURE 1.1 Picasso, La Vie, 1903. 197 x 127.3 cm.




In La Vie the young man at the left resembles Casagemas, and the woman next to him bears the likeness of Germaine, the woman for whom he committed suicide. A number of studies for the painting have survived, and in these—as well as in the first sketches on the canvas itself—Picasso represented himself as the nude young man, standing in what is clearly an artist’s studio, and the space where the woman and child appear was occupied instead by an elderly bearded man. Picasso seems to have associated Casagemas’s sexual impotence with his friend’s failure as an artist, and in the original conception for the painting he appears to have been wrestling with his sense of guilt, not only in relation to the dead Casagemas—Picasso was Germaine’s lover both before and after Casagemas’s suicide—but also in relation to his own father. Don Jose Ruiz, also an unsuccessful artist, is evoked by the person of the bearded old man. The drama of guilt and redemption that seems to underlie this painting is thus suggested both publicly, in the clear allusions to Adam and Eve and to the Madonna and Child, and privately, in relation to the traumatic instances represented by Casagemas’s suicide and Don Jose’s “death” as an artist.


Another level of biographical meaning is suggested by x-rays of the painting, which reveal that it was painted atop Last Moments of 1899, the deathbed scene Picasso had exhibited at the Spanish Pavilion at the 1900 World’s Fair. Although it has been said that Picasso overpainted the earlier large picture simply because he could not afford canvas at this time, it seems more likely that painting over Last Moments had important personal significance for him. That painting, done in an academic narrative style, was meant to commemorate the death of Picasso’s sister María de la Concepción—called Conchita—in 1895. At the time of Conchita’s illness, the thirteen-year-old Picasso swore that if she were to live, he would give up painting forever. So even though her death was a terrible emotional blow to him, it also gave him permission to continue as a painter. Picasso was deeply superstitious, and this sanction must have produced an enormous feeling of guilt. Painting over Last Moments seems to have been part of a complex act of obliteration and conciliation, in which he attempted to exorcise his lingering sense of guilt by conflating on a single canvas his feelings of responsibility for the deaths of Conchita and Casagemas. Even at this early stage, painting was a form of magic to him.


In 1903, Picasso’s overpainting La Vie on top of Last Moments was also a way of disavowing his earlier anecdotal, academic style of painting. His later contempt for La Vie, which he characterized as “awful,” reflected not only a rejection of its sentimentality but also his continued uneasiness with the charged and ambivalent feelings involved in its creation.
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MATISSE’S EARLY CAREER FOLLOWED a very different trajectory. Less obviously gifted and certainly less precocious than Picasso, he had first studied law and then spent years as an art student. He remained at the academic École des Beaux-Arts for six years, then studied in a series of private studios where he drew from the live model with dogged persistence. In the years immediately following the 1900 World’s Fair, he struggled with poverty, with a financial scandal that almost landed his in-laws in jail (they were unwittingly implicated in their employer’s fraudulent financial scheme), and with a good deal of public indifference toward his work. During that time, he worked his way through the different modes of vision employed in nineteenth-century avantgarde painting, starting with the Impressionists and then moving on to Seurat, van Gogh, Gauguin, and especially Cézanne, who was to remain the greatest and longest-lasting source of inspiration to him. As early as 1899, Matisse made great sacrifices in order to buy a small but powerful Cézanne, Three Bathers, and he was the first of the younger avant-garde artists to absorb the radically new kind of pictorial thought that Cézanne’s painting embodied. Cézanne was, as Matisse said, “a sort of god of painting.”
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DURING THE FIRST YEARS OF THE CENTURY, the paths of Matisse and Picasso crossed several times, though the two men apparently never met. They both showed at Berthe Weill’s gallery early in 1902, and their works were hung together for the first time in a group exhibition at Weill’s that June. Both also showed at the gallery of Ambroise Vollard, who was Cézanne’s dealer and from whom Matisse had bought his Three Bathers. Picasso participated in a two-person exhibition at Vollard’s in 1901, and Matisse had his first one-man show there in 1904. Both artists had small followings during those years, but until 1905 neither attracted a great deal of attention, and neither could count on loyal or influential collectors for support.


In 1905 this situation began to change. That February, Picasso participated in a three-person show at the Galeries Serrusier on the boulevard Haussmann, for which the influential critic Charles Morice wrote the catalogue essay. A few months later, Picasso’s new friend, the poet Guillaume Apollinaire, published two deeply appreciative review-essays about his work. Referring to the pervasive melancholy associated with Picasso’s Blue Period works, Apollinaire noted that although “It has been said of Picasso that his work bears witness to a precocious disenchantment,” the opposite was true: “Everything enchants him, and his incontestable talent seems to me to be at the service of a fantasy that justly blends the delightful with the horrible, the abject with the refined.”


That same spring, when Matisse exhibited the Neo-Impressionistic Luxe, calme et volupté at the Salon des Indépendants, he was singled out by the critic Louis Vauxcelles as “the leader of a school.” For the summer, Matisse went to Collioure on the Mediterranean coast near the Spanish border, where he was joined by his younger colleague André Derain (who was barely a year older than Picasso). There Matisse began to paint more freely and with brighter colors than he had before. Mixing an emotional intensity inspired by van Gogh with the abstract sense of space that he so admired in Cézanne, he began to formulate the bold kind of chromatic near-abstraction that would be associated with the first avant-garde movement of the new century: Fauvism. (The French word fauve means “wild beast.”)


In those first Fauve paintings, Matisse often worked in an all-over manner in which the specific textures and densities of things were subsumed by the network of painted marks on the surface of the canvas. He developed a way of working that uncannily re-created the uncertainties, ambiguities—and surprises—inherent in perception itself. This openness would become an enduring characteristic of his work. Unlike Picasso’s paintings, which were often painted from imagination and were clearly focused on the component parts of his subjects, Matisse’s paintings were painted directly from nature and incorporated the same kind of dispersal and fluctuating sense of attention that we sense in our experience of the world. In a painting such as Woman in a Japanese  Robe Beside the Sea (Fig. 1.2), the diverse parts of the subject matter are both unified and transformed by the way the picture is painted. The woman’s body and the landscape are differentiated not through contour but largely through color and, especially, by the way the rhythms of the brushstrokes vary as they describe various kinds of things. As a result, we understand the interactions between the woman and the landscape to be reciprocal. Her inner energy radiates into the surrounding landscape at the same time that the surrounding landscape feeds energy back into her. The contrasts between varied kinds of brush marks and colors create metaphorical interactions between different orders of things—as in the striking way that the swirling forms on the woman’s Japanese robe are painted so as to suggest a displaced embodiment of the water that surrounds her. This kind of dynamic interaction between different parts of the picture had been suggested to Matisse by the fluidity of the space in Cézanne’s late paintings, and by the way that Cézanne was able to make it seem as if the objects he painted could exist within more than one realm—and even inhabit more than one space—at the same time.
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FIGURE 1.2  Matisse, Woman in a Japanese  Robe Beside the Sea, 1905. 35 x 29 cm.




When Matisse first exhibited such paintings, at the 1905 Salon d’Automne, they were met with hilarity, shock, and disbelief. In Vauxcelles’s famous review, where the word fauve was first used, it was employed in two very different ways. The first time, Vauxcelles used it to characterize the anticipated reaction of the philistines and academics, who would presumably pounce on Matisse’s paintings like wild beasts. Vauxcelles wrote that Matisse was courageous, “because what he is showing—and moreover he knows it—will have the fate of a Christian virgin thrown to the wild beasts (fauves) in the amphitheatre.” Later in the same review, Vauxcelles used the word in the opposite way, to characterize the effect created by the paintings of Matisse and his colleagues. Writing about two rather traditional pieces of sculpture by Albert Marque, Vauxcelles noted that they were surprising to come upon “in the midst of an orgy of pure colors: Donatello among the fauves. ”


It was at this Salon that an odd family of American expatriates decided to buy one of the most original paintings that Matisse had created—a portrait of his wife that was even more outrageous than his nearly indecipherable paintings of figures in landscapes.






















2
TWO ENCOUNTERS





Matisse was far older than Picasso, and a serious and cautious 
 man. He never saw eye-to-eye with the younger painter.  
As different as the North Pole is from the South Pole,  
he would say, when talking about the two of them.




—FERNANDE OLIVIER




The Stein family later gave different accounts of it, but they agreed they had trouble deciding whether to buy the picture, a roughly painted, brightly colored portrait of a woman wearing an absurdly large hat (Fig 2.1). They were intrigued but put off by its sheer, aggressive ugliness. “It was . . . a thing brilliant and powerful,” Leo, who probably first saw it, later recalled, “but the nastiest smear of paint I had ever seen.” Gertrude—as was her habit—later claimed to have discovered the picture on her own, but at the time it was her brother Leo who had the better and more adventurous eye. She was a quick study, though, and in the end they decided to buy it precisely because they found it so disturbing. Its very ugliness made it paradoxically appear to be an important artistic statement.
 



In the fall of 1905, Gertrude, an aspiring but as yet unpublished writer, who described the picture as “very strange in its colour and in its anatomy,” must have been especially struck by the way the richness of the formal language was able to make a rather banal subject seem fresh and new, and by the original way the painting depicted the image of a woman. It was at once something more than a portrait of a specific woman, and yet it was also a portrait, and a raw one at that—very different from the sweet and often sentimental depictions of “femininity” that characterized women’s portraits at the time. This was a notion that Gertrude was struggling with in her own writing, and it struck a chord. Although the painting seemed to be all on the surface, it also laid bare the woman’s inner state of mind—and it did so not by a dramatic facial expression or elaborate gestures but because of the way it was painted.


The woman is posed conventionally, seated in an armchair, her head exactly in the center of the canvas. But the viewer is immediately unsettled by the degree to which her face is overwhelmed by everything around it—the fan she holds, the bright orange belt she wears, and especially her enormous and extravagantly decorated hat. And when we finally do focus on her face, we are struck by how determined and yet how vulnerable and sad she looks. She seems to peer out from behind an elaborate network of physical and psychological shields, her masklike face concealing more than it reveals. It is the radical rendering that evokes these contradictions, the dissonance of the colors and the rough way the paint is laid down.




[image: i_Image3]

FIGURE 2.1  Matisse, The Woman with  the Hat, 1905. 80.6 x 59.7 cm.






The psychological ambiguity of the picture is intensified by an equally strong sense of physical uncertainty. The rhythmic brushstrokes suggest an overall sense of fragmentation, as if the image we are looking at is on the verge of physical disintegration; or paradoxically, as if we see it in the process of coming into existence. The fluidity of the rendering and the way the forms are set against large areas of blank canvas owe a good deal to Cézanne. So does the subject, which recalls Cézanne’s portraits of his wife, of which Leo and Gertrude already owned a first-rate example. But The Woman with the Hat took the expressive distortions of Cézanne considerably further, and its raw aggressiveness was a far cry from Cézanne’s austere, almost classical humanism.


In studying this picture by Henri Matisse, an artist at the time unknown to them, the Steins sensed that something new was happening to the art of painting, and to human character. A new and undiscovered territory was opening up—a vast terrain in the Land of the Ugly, in which traditional aesthetic values seemed to be reversed, and in which ugliness seemed to be replacing beauty as the most essential element in art. Or maybe it was that from within the depths of this apparent ugliness, a terrible new beauty was being born. Was that what Matisse was suggesting in The Woman with the Hat? Was it possible that the picture the Steins watched crowds come to laugh at, and that critics were deriding as depraved, would within a few years come to be seen as beautiful? Would pictures such as this one, which critics were calling “barbarous and naive” and which were held to reflect a “sick imagination”—would such pictures, which were scorned as the worst things Matisse had painted, come to be considered some of his very best? It seemed that the very nature of aesthetic judgment was changing, and that the idea of looking at the world in a radically new way was much more important than the traditional notion of beauty as a criterion of excellence.


When Matisse exhibited The Woman with the Hat, the Salon d’Automne was a newly founded annual exhibition of progressive art, initiated only a couple of years before as a complement to the well-established Salon des Indépendants, which took place in the spring and had no jury. The new autumn Salon was juried, which in principle ensured a greater control of quality. It also featured retrospective exhibitions by major modern masters—in 1905 the works of Ingres and Manet were shown. But the significant event of that autumn Salon turned out to be the paintings by Matisse and his colleagues. People came to laugh and jeer at them, and they became the target of outraged moralists, who called the artists “Incoherents” and “Invertebrates.” The wild way a picture like The Woman with the Hat was painted seemed more appropriate to savages than to civilized people. Serious, right-minded people associated it with anarchy and the breakdown of social values.


At the time, Matisse, a thoughtful and impecunious thirty-five-yearold father of three children, was as horrified by the public’s reaction as the public was by his painting. To add insult to injury, a group of conservative artists sent him a woman hideously “painted with chrome oxide green stripes from forehead to chin,” as if to say, here was a model appropriate for his kind of painting. After his first visit to the Salon d’Automne, Matisse decided not to return, and he urged his wife, the subject of the controversial portrait, to stay away completely.


Matisse was therefore somewhat surprised, just a week before the show closed, to hear that an offer had been made for the painting, for which, after a brief negotiation, the Steins paid the respectable asking price of 500 francs. It was through this purchase that Matisse came to know the family of American expatriates who would be his first major patrons: Leo, his sister Gertrude, their brother Michael, and his wife Sarah. Leo was a collector and amateur painter who had studied Renaissance art with Bernard Berenson in Florence and was passionate about the art of Cézanne. He had settled in Paris in 1903, at the rue de Fleurus on the Left Bank, and Gertrude had joined him there shortly afterward. Michael, the eldest of the three, had stayed in San Francisco to run the family’s cable car company. But he, too, came to realize that he had no taste for commerce and followed his siblings to Paris, where he and his wife found an apartment on the nearby rue Madame.


The sale of this painting was an important event for Matisse. It not only brought him an infusion of much-needed cash but also reinforced his confidence in what he was doing and provided an entrée into another corner of Parisian society. Soon Matisse and his wife were invited to Leo and Gertrude’s Saturday night salon, where The Woman with  the Hat held pride of place on their studio wall. Gertrude especially liked Amélie Matisse, a clear-featured, dark-haired woman from the south of France, whom she admired for her practical, matter-of-fact manner and simple strength. In a rush of energy, as if inspired by the hideously painted woman the conservative artists had sent him, Matisse created a second, even more intensely colored portrait of his wife—this time with a bright green stripe running down the center of her face. That painting, in which Amélie Matisse looks as tough as nails and ready to take on the world, was immediately purchased by Michael and Sarah Stein and hung at their apartment on the rue Madame.


The Steins discovered that the man who had produced those wild paintings did not quite look the part of a revolutionary or a madman—or even an artist. Quite the opposite. They found Matisse to be a reflective, medium-size man with a well-trimmed reddish beard and wire spectacles. Although he radiated a strong sense of energy, which suggested inner turmoil, it was held in check by an outward manner of great reserve. The persona he presented to the world was carefully composed. He dressed neatly and spoke with a measure, gravity, and lucidity that reflected his early training as a lawyer. “The professor,” his friends called him, affectionately, but with an edge of irony. Though he moved slowly and with deliberation, his blue eyes were quick and alert, penetrating, full of curiosity. But as he stared out through his goldrimmed spectacles, he seemed always to be holding something back, as if the thick lenses that shielded his myopic eyes were a visible reminder of the psychological distance from which he observed the world around him, as if he were looking out at the world from behind a mask.





ACCORDING TO BOTH GERTRUDE AND LEO, they discovered Picasso shortly after the purchase of The Woman with the Hat. But a good deal of evidence suggests that they misremembered the sequence of events and that Leo had bought a painting by Picasso, and had even met him, through the writer Henri-Pierre Roché, in spring 1905. Leo saw the Picasso painting, which had an oddly poetic subject and was rendered with exquisite skill, in Clovis Sagot’s gallery in Montmartre and found it compelling, perhaps because of its odd affinities with Renaissance art. It showed a family of traveling performers seated together with their infant child and a monkey (Fig 2.2). In it the father, dressed as a harlequin, leans toward his wife and gently watches the child that squirms on her lap, while the monkey—apparently part of their circus act, but also clearly a member of the family—watches with intense curiosity and concern.
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FIGURE 2.2 Picasso, The Acrobat’s Family  with a Monkey, 1905. 104 x 75 cm.





The Acrobat’s Family with a Monkey delicately balances a number of opposing thoughts and feelings. It is at once lyrically tender, almost sentimental, and yet full of wicked irony. The soft colors and delicate rendering create a mood of deep sympathy and compassion, which is reinforced by the way the monkey is made part of the human family: The animal’s sympathetic attention, like that of the parents, is concentrated on the robust child who occupies the center of the picture and around whom everything in it revolves. In a surprising touch, we are positioned at the eye level of the monkey, so we see the scene as if through its eyes. Our gaze is led up to the child’s face by the mother’s hand; and along this same axis, the lines of sight of the father and the monkey meet—the father’s glancing down and the ape’s staring up. In addition to the subtle psychological interactions this picture depicts, it is fraught with ironic historical references. The overall composition and the child’s pose evoke the theme of the infant Christ in the arms of the Madonna—a reading reinforced by the elaborate contrapposto of his body and the broad sweeping arcs of the rendering, which recall High Renaissance representations of that theme by Leonardo da Vinci and Raphael. This reference in turn suggests a parallel with representations of the Holy Family and St. John the Baptist, who is frequently dressed in an animal skin.


Leo Stein was intrigued by this mixture of tenderness and mockery, by the way a clearly profane scene was charged with sacred overtones that would have been openly blasphemous had they not been depicted with such subtlety, human warmth, and technical mastery. “The ape looked at the child so lovingly,” Leo remembered, “that Sagot was sure this scene was derived from life.” Leo correctly believed otherwise, and when Picasso later told him that the monkey was pure invention, Leo saw it as “proof that he was more talented as a painter than as a naturalist.”
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IT WASN’T UNTIL AFTER the purchase of The Woman with the Hat  that Leo took his sister to see more Picassos. At first Gertrude didn’t like what she saw. In fact, she so hated the “monkey-like feet” in Leo’s second Picasso purchase, Girl with a Basket of Flowers, that she threw down her knife and fork and refused to eat when he told her he had bought it. Leo himself seems to have been pulled in opposing directions: Whereas the Matisse painting seemed to be on the cutting edge of modernity, the Picassos he was interested in, from the Blue and Rose Periods, were comparatively provincial and still employed the language and sensibility of late-nineteenth-century Symbolism. If Leo later misremembered the sequence of his first purchases of paintings by Matisse and Picasso, it might well have been because he was still uncertain about the direction his collecting was going to take.


Eventually Gertrude came around, and late that year the Steins made their way across Paris to the odd little building on the Butte Montmartre where the twenty-four-year-old Picasso had his studio. The ramshackle building at 13 rue Ravignan was known as the Bateau-Lavoir, named for its resemblance to a dilapidated Seine laundry barge. From the entrance on the rue Ravignan, the building seemed to be a wide, low, single-story shack with a number of angular skylights perched on the roof. But what appeared to be the ground floor from outside was actually the top floor, since the structure was built on a steep hill and extended down to the street behind in a sprawling warren of irregularly shaped rooms inhabited mostly by artists and writers.


To reach Picasso’s studio, the Steins had to make their way up and down a rickety wooden staircase into a mazelike space full of intersecting corridors. The walls were damp, the dark hallways stank of mildew and cat, and a single fountain in the stairwell provided the only source of water for the whole building. The building’s many skylights, which made it unbearably hot in the summer, also invited the cold of winter, so that a bowl of soup or coffee left overnight would be frozen in the morning. Picasso’s studio was at the end of a long corridor on either the top or the ground floor, depending on whether the visitor counted from the street out back or from the rue Ravignan.


The studio was a medium-size room with dingy walls and massive exposed beams. Apart from an iron stove, it was sparsely furnished: a wooden paint box, a small round table in a vaguely Second-Empire style that had obviously been picked up at a junk shop, a couple of chairs, and a sagging sofa that served as a bed. At the far end of the room was a small alcove with a mattress, which intimate friends referred to as “the maid’s bedroom.” There was no gas or electricity in the building, and a small oil lamp stood on the table. Picasso preferred to paint at night, and he used the lamplight to work by or to show his canvases to visitors such as the Steins. At times when he could not afford oil for the lamp, he painted with a candle in his left hand, squatting over his canvas. Although the room had little furniture, it looked quite full. The artist seemed never to have thrown anything away, and the floor was littered with paints, brushes, rags, an array of jars and bottles, and a vast assortment of junk.


The Steins could hardly have imagined a place more different from their comfortable, tastefully furnished apartment, full of Renaissance furniture, Chinese sculptures, and Japanese prints—or, for that matter, from Matisse’s modest but brightly lit and orderly apartment on the quai Saint-Michel, overlooking the river and Notre-Dame. There, “every chair, every material or object showed a personal touch and most careful selection.” In Matisse’s immaculate studio, there was “a place for everything and everything in its place,” as Leo remarked, “both within his head and without.”


Picasso, by contrast, seemed to revel in a calculated disorder—both around him and within him. Even physically, he was the opposite of Matisse: short, with a compact but virile body, given to quick movements, dressed in workman’s clothes. Though not especially handsome in any ordinary sense, he was striking to look at—and to be looked at by. His large dark eyes had a riveting, magnetic stare—they fixed you with their unnaturally large pupils, which were always dilated as if he were staring not quite at you but into you, or through you, or beyond you. “When Picasso had looked at a drawing or a print,” Leo recalled, “I was surprised that anything was left on the paper, so absorbing was his gaze.” He had enormous presence and what the Steins understood to be a Spanish way of interacting with the world. His regard was bold, aggressive, sexual—a striking example of what the Spanish call mirada  fuerte, or “strong gazing.” In Andalusia, where Picasso grew up, it has been said that the eye “is akin to a sexual organ . . . looking too intently at a woman is akin to ocular rape.”


If the Steins were surprised to find that Picasso was smaller than they had expected, it was in some measure because the woman he was with, a full-hipped, heavy-lidded beauty, was nearly a head taller than he—“a large, placid woman, with a beautiful complexion and great almond eyes, sleepily sensual. . . . She was remarkably idle, and she . . . would lie in bed watching Picasso do whatever housework was done.” This was Fernande Olivier, whom Picasso’s friends called “La Belle Fernande.” She had only recently moved in with him, but he had been in love with her for more than a year, from the time the previous summer when he first saw her returning to the building from the small square in front of it and playfully tried to block her way. Picasso was so smitten that shortly after their first meeting he had done a drawing of her, which he used as the center of a mock-serious altar fashioned as a kind of ex-voto of his cult of devotion to her, in which the portrait was mounted in a frame covered with blue cloth taken from one of her chemises and set up between two bright blue vases filled with artificial flowers.


The two appear to have had a brief affair at this time, and not long afterward he did a watercolor of himself watching her sleep. It was then that the predominant tonality of his pictures shifted from blue to dull pink, the beginning of the so-called Rose Period, and that his subject matter shifted from the crippled and the abject poor to amorous couples and traveling performers, as in the picture the Steins had just acquired. Fernande had at first resisted getting involved with him. She had not found him particularly attractive, despite his remarkable eyes and his rather dainty hands and feet, and he was too poor, too inarticulate, too Spanish. She worked as an artist’s model and had endured many difficult times with men, starting with the middle-aged man who had raped her when she was only seventeen and who, after having been forced to marry her, submitted her to repeated brutality and sexual degradations. On leaving that monstrous relationship, she had been caught up in one unhappy love affair after another. She wanted to do better, but eventually circumstances and Picasso’s persistent ardor had worn her down.








[image: i_Image5]




PICASSO AND GERTRUDE STEIN felt an immediate bond. In part it was a kind of chemical, almost sexual attraction. She appealed to him as a woman who had a powerful physical presence but who at the same time was de-eroticized by her masculine bearing and her homosexuality. It was therefore possible for Picasso to consider her as intensely feminine and at the same time paradoxically possessed of what to him were the masculine virtues of independence, intelligence, and artistic ambition—qualities that were in direct opposition to the more traditional femininity of Fernande, whom Stein herself characterized as being concerned with little else than perfume and hats. Whereas Matisse appeared eminently respectable and resembled a doctor—or, even worse, a college professor, such as those she had vainly attempted to study medicine with back at Johns Hopkins—Gertrude found in Picasso a true bohemian, like the acrobats and actors he hung around with and depicted in his works. He was a kind of rebel who lived on the fringes of society and who seemed to make his own laws.


Picasso, moreover, was surrounded by interesting types, in contrast to Matisse whose daily life was centered on his family. Picasso lived in a veritable artists colony. The poets Max Jacob and André Salmon lived at the Bateau-Lavoir, and during the five years Picasso resided there, its inhabitants included such notables as the composers Edgar Varèse and Erik Satie; the painters Kees Van Dongen, André Derain, Maurice Vlaminck, Georges Braque, Juan Gris, and Amadeo Modigliani; the mathematician Maurice Princet, one of the early theorists of fourthdimensional geometry; and writers such as Pierre MacOrlan and Maurice Raynal. Unlike Matisse, who was essentially a loner, Picasso was firmly entrenched within a milieu: first one of fellow Spaniards, then of French artists and writers, later of prominent artists and public figures in all fields. He was like a magnet that drew people to him, whereas Matisse, for all his surface sociability, never fully participated in a group.


The friendship between Picasso and Gertrude was no doubt given further impetus by their outsider status within French society. Gertrude’s French was only marginally better than his, and she spoke it with a manner and accent that were in their own way as awkward and abominable as his own. Although he would spend the rest of his life in France, Picasso never mastered the language, and during those early years he was especially self-conscious about how bad his French was. When the Steins brought Matisse and Picasso together for the first time, Picasso was intensely aware of how much more articulate the older painter was. Matisse “had an astonishing lucidity of mind,” Fernande Olivier remembered, “precise, concise and intelligent,” and he was masterful in his ability to “argue, assert and endeavor to persuade.” On the occasion of a Manet and Redon exhibition at the Durand-Ruel gallery, Matisse, who was friendly with Redon, told Leo that he thought Redon was even better than Manet, and that he had said so to Picasso, who had agreed with him. When Leo Stein later expressed his astonishment about this to Picasso, he replied with exasperation, “Of course I agreed with him. Matisse talks and talks. I can’t talk, so I just said oui oui oui. But it’s damned nonsense all the same.”


In fact, Picasso had a complex relationship to language generally. He was born in Malaga, but his family moved to Corunna (Le Coruña), on the northwestern coast of Spain, when he was only nine. In Corunna, his Andalusian accent would have been quite conspicuous, and the local people used the Galician dialect as well as Castilian. Four years later, his family moved to Barcelona, where Catalan was widely spoken, especially in the catalaniste circles he frequented. Two years after that, Picasso went to study in Castilian-speaking Madrid, and it was not until the summer of 1898, when he went to the mountain village of Horta de Ebro with his friend Manuel Pallarès, that he became comfortable speaking in Catalan.


When he first visited Paris in October 1900, Picasso’s French was virtually nonexistent, and his circle of friends included primarily Spaniards. When he returned to Paris the following year, his French was still so poor that he and his new friend, the poet Max Jacob, had to communicate largely with gestures. Throughout his life, Picasso continued to speak French with a marked Spanish accent and to employ an idiosyncratic form of spelling, no matter which language he was writing. Some idea of how his speech, and his views about women, appeared to the French can be had from reading Guillaume Apollinaire’s novel La Femme assise, in which the madly jealous Picasso-like painter Pablo Canouris implores his mistress, “Elbirre, écoute-moi oubbre-moi  jé te aime, jé te adore et si tu né m’obéis pas, jé té touerrai avec mon  rébolber” (Elbira, listen to me, obben the door, I lova you, I adora you and eef you do not obey me, I will sheeoot you wif my rebolber). Earlier in the book, Canouris remarks, “Pour aboir braiment une femme,  il faut l’aboire enlébée, l’enfermer à clef et l’occouper tout lé temps”  (To breally hab a woman, you have to kidnab her, lock her ub and take care ob her all de time).


During most of his formative years, Picasso used language as an outsider. Thus, even before he arrived in Paris, he was already a “vertical invader”—a maverick who was able to occupy a place at the center through the sheer magnetism of his personality. (In Montmartre, his French artist and writer friends came to be known as members of la  bande à Picasso. In the Spanish manner, he made himself the center of a tertulia, or circle of cronies.) Picasso’s sense of dislocation and his fluid relationship to language must have given him an extremely strong sense of the arbitrariness of all systems of communication, including visual ones, and was no doubt a contributing factor to his extraordinary freedom from self-censorship—in his speech, his actions, and his art.
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THE STEINS’ INTEREST IN PICASSO complicated Matisse’s relationship with them. Although Matisse was twelve years older than Picasso and better established, he had little time to savor his newfound patronage before paintings by his young rival began to appear on the walls next to his own. This was the beginning of a pattern that would persist well into the future: Each time Matisse seemed on the verge of carrying the day, Picasso would somehow arrive on the scene and sour the situation, sometimes giving it a distinctly bitter edge (and at each turn, Picasso would greatly profit from what he in turn was able to take from Matisse). In a typical gesture, shortly after Picasso met the Steins, he underscored his feeling of sympathy for Gertrude—and got one up on Matisse—by asking her to sit for a portrait. This was a turning point in the relationship between the Steins and Picasso and in the relationship between Picasso and Matisse.
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AT THE TIME THEY WERE TAKEN up by the Steins, Matisse and Picasso had not yet met, and they had only a passing acquaintance with each other’s work. Though their paintings had sometimes been handled by the same dealers, there was no particular reason for either to have paid much attention to the other’s works before the Steins started to collect them. Picasso’s work was not well known, and for all its poetical verve and precocious technique, it was considerably less advanced than that of Matisse and would not have impressed him much. Matisse’s paintings were better known, since the older artist had been exhibiting at the progressive Salons for the past few years, and his work was regularly mentioned in newspaper reviews. But Picasso, who refused to exhibit at the Salons, evidently did not go out of his way to see the Salons, either. In any event, most of the works that Matisse had previously exhibited were still lifes and landscapes—neither of which would have held much interest for Picasso.


Picasso’s first significant exposure to Matisse’s work seems to have been at the same 1905 Salon d’Automne where Matisse was discovered by the Steins—and where by coincidence Picasso’s Catalan friend Ramon Pichot, who painted with a colorful palette, had a picture hanging in the same room as paintings by Matisse. These were the works in which Matisse was beginning to come into his first real maturity and to assert his originality—the brightly colored and freely brushed works that would be called Fauve. Matisse showed eight oil paintings at that Salon, mostly landscapes and figures in landscapes. All were boldly painted, but Picasso’s attention would naturally have been drawn to The  Woman with the Hat. His own painting at the time was centered on the human figure, and it was in The Woman with the Hat, with its emphasis on the portrait, that Matisse’s audaciousness was most readily apparent. After all, if an artist colors a tree bright red, or moves a house or an outcropping of rocks a couple of yards, few will take him to task for it. But if he moves someone’s nose a couple of centimeters, or colors it vivid green, there will be hell to pay. This was a lesson Matisse learned at the 1905 Salon d’Automne, where it was The Woman with the Hat  rather than his figures in landscapes that set people’s teeth on edge, and which was prominently reproduced in the popular weekly L’Illustration. Gertrude Stein was not far off the mark when she wrote, “if you do not solve your painting problem in painting human beings you do not solve it at all.” In advanced French painting at the beginning of the century, the ultimate painting problem would focus on ways in which the human figure could be represented in a subjective, sometimes nearly abstract way and still have its human content be convincing.


The Woman with the Hat must have been like a slap in the face to Picasso. All his life he had been something of a boy wonder, and by the fall of 1905 he was getting enough notice to reinforce his convictions about the rarity and importance of his own talent. So far as he could tell, there was no real competition around. But seeing Matisse’s work brought him up short; it made clear that whatever virtues his own Symbolist-inspired work might have, it was distinctly provincial-looking and more than a bit old-fashioned. The Manet and Cézanne paintings that he saw at that same Salon d’Automne would have driven home the point even more. Matisse had been struggling for the past several years with the enormous implications of Cézanne’s late paintings—such as their fragmentation, lack of finish, and overtly metaphysical ambition. Picasso had seen Cézanne’s paintings at Vollard’s gallery as early as 1901, but he had first been attracted to the violent—and often misogynistic—imagery of Cézanne’s early work, as is evident in Picasso’s drawing of a man strangling a woman, which appears to be based on Cézanne’s The Strangled Woman. Picasso had only recently begun to look seriously at Cézanne’s formal innovations, and he still had found no way to make meaningful use of them in his own work. Though he had a number of friends among French writers, his artistic milieu was based in the villagelike atmosphere of Montmartre and was still primarily Spanish.


When Picasso’s paintings began to appear at the rue de Fleurus, Matisse could not have found them especially threatening from an artistic viewpoint. The Steins’ expressed fondness for the young Spaniard, however, and the hold he seemed to have on Gertrude’s loyalty during the winter he began to work on her portrait were another matter. These developments put Matisse in an awkward position. He was older and better-established than Picasso, and he was on his home turf. For a thirty-six-year-old artist to acknowledge that he was engaged in open competition with a twenty-five-year-old upstart would be demeaning—especially since Picasso’s bohemian nonchalance seemed so unworldly. Yet as Matisse must have understood, Picasso began immediately to occupy as much terrain as he could, effectively ingratiating himself with the Steins. He had proposed doing the portrait of Gertrude right after his first dinner with them, and it turned into an arduous project for which she would sit some ninety times. A few months later, while he was still working on the large oil portrait of Gertrude, Picasso used his fluent technical facility to good advantage by doing a small, frontal portrait of Leo, his face lyrically rapt in a flattering mix of critical appraisal and aesthetic reverie. Around the same time, in order to please the Steins of the rue Madame, Picasso also did a handsome profile portrait of Michael and Sarah’s son Allan. In this way Picasso was shrewdly able to accommodate virtually the whole family while still reserving pride of place for Gertrude, whose portrait was the largest, and done in oil on canvas rather than in gouache on cardboard as were the other two. In later life, Picasso was famous for his skill in playing people off against each other; clearly this was a gift that he had from the beginning.


Matisse, moreover, was not an artist to whom things came easily, and casual commissions such as the portraits of Leo and Allan Stein would have been virtually impossible for him to take on. He did not have the same fluency with the brush that Picasso had, and everything he worked on was a struggle. “All his pictures,” as Leo noticed, “were to give him a lot of trouble. . . . He worked endlessly on his pictures, and wouldn’t let them go till they were finished.” To a large degree, this was because Matisse thought with his brush, and in a sense discovered his pictures in the act of painting them. Picasso, by contrast, always had a strong narrative gift, and his brush generally followed his preconceived idea of what the picture would look like.


It would be difficult to think of two gifted men whose temperaments and strengths were more different. It was only natural that from the moment the Steins first began to collect their work, the two artists would see themselves as rivals.
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