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  Introduction

  “Painting is a language,” Jean Hélion writes, at the end of one of the articles included in this volume. This terse statement, the climactic final sentence of his essay “Poussin, Seurat, and Double Rhythm,” makes a challenge to the reader—and to the viewer. Hélion challenges himself—and his fellow painters, and everybody who looks at paintings—to look for as much fullness and experience and meaning in a painting as we expect to find in a great piece of writing. He urges us to regard a painting’s elements as an alphabet, with its complex forms comprising a vocabulary deployed as a syntax. But in writing this, Hélion also poses a paradox—a riddle—for painting is an eloquent language but also a mute one. And many good and great painters have chosen to remain silent next to their works—more, indeed, than have written about them.

  So why then do painters write about painting? Though this question would elicit different answers when raised about different artists, it is hard to imagine Hélion’s not writing. He was an articulate and cerebral artist whose gift for language led him to write major articles not only in French but also in English, a language not his native tongue. Even so, he more or less warns us that no words can supply a lack in the painting; the painting must do everything in the language of painting that the painter can make it do. Anything that an artist might write about painting—even a well-chosen and apposite title for a picture—is overflow; extraneous to the pictures which must stand on their own as independent and whole utterances. Hélion’s “painting is a language” may even be seen as a challenge thrown up to speech or writing: Does writing about painting reduce painting? Explain it away? Translate it into an inadequate “equivalent?” Ultimately, Hélion’s copious writings may pose the question whether, for an extremely articulate painter, the mute language of painting can suffice. Many twentieth-century artists would argue that it cannot suffice, among them Braque, Klee, Mondrian, Kandinsky, and Matisse. In the writings of the creators of modernism, I think it is possible to hear, however faintly, a desperation—a desperation to engage with words when the mute language of painting has undergone a change that threatens to render it unintelligible.

  Like Wordsworth, whose poetic diction banished the fanciful flourishes of eighteenth-century language, the modernists transformed the language of painting so that people found the language, as Randall Jarrell once joked of Wordsworth’s, so simple they couldn’t understand it. And so we have both expository, rationalized “theoretical” writing—such as Kandinsky’s Point and Line to Plane—and hortatory, oracular writings such as Braque’s notebook aperçus, or Mondrian’s “Plastic Art and Pure Plastic Art” and Klee’s “Creative Credo.”

  Jean Hélion was an artist of overflowing energy and talents, a man whose hugely productive life in the studio was, throughout a career that went from the 1920s into the 1980s, always accompanied by writing. He had been painting seriously only a few years before he became involved in Parisian literary-art publications. From then on, his writing on painting ranged widely: articles surveying the whole field of European abstract art; essays on painters of the past who he thought had particular importance for painters of his day; descriptions of his studio practice; analysis of his own paintings; diaristic musings on art, life, relationships, and work. This book gathers all the texts that Hélion published originally in English, along with a couple translated from the French but published first in English.

  When, in the vividly idiosyncratic English prose that Hélion used to write these essays, we find the word maximum several times, we should see not only what Hélion is pointing at (a painting by Poussin, a painting by Mondrian), but also the writer, implicating himself. The early decades of the twentieth century in Paris were a language-changing time. And maximum was the perfect word for Hélion, who began to write about painting as a young man already fully committed to the new painting language of modernism and specifically to abstraction, whose invention he had missed out on by just a few years. Maximum: it is a word that an abundantly confident (and optimistic) young man, newly in possession of his talents, would use. Hélion had arrived in Paris in 1921, still in his teens, and within five years or so had made friends in the heart of the Parisian avant-garde. Born in 1904, he had grown up in a village in the north of France and made his way to Lille, the nearest big city, for brief studies in chemistry, then to Paris for an architectural apprenticeship, also brief. Though most of the French painters resumed their figurative investigations after the upheavals of Fauvism and Cubism, Hélion found in Paris and then abroad a group of painters and sculptors making their individual statements in the vocabulary of abstraction—and he was convinced.

  In his first decade of painting, while mostly self-taught, Hélion forged valuable exchanges with an international village of artists and writers. These included, besides the South American Joaquín Torres-García—with whom he shared his apartment and who introduced him to the Dutch painter Piet Mondrian—Theo Van Doesburg, another Dutchman, the Armenian L. H. Tutundjian, the Swede Otto Carlsund, as well as the American Alexander Calder, all achieving the familiarity of people who saw one another daily in the streets they all lived on, in the cafes they all frequented. In the overlapping circles of acquaintance and friendship, Hélion knew older and younger artists, and his charisma bound him to the nascent affinity groups and in turn helped unite the other individuals: he had the quality of a leader. By 1930, he was one of the five signers of the manifesto issued by the tiny but fiercely partisan nonobjective group Art Concret. And, though he was very poor, Hélion managed to travel in the 1930s, to Russia, to Scandinavia; he came to know artists, writers, curators, and collectors in England, France, Germany, and America who were in the van of modernism, involved in the creation and promulgation of an abstract art.

  Hélion’s work of the 1930s was a huge rush of paintings and drawings. While they focused on what he and other writers called abstract “elements”—meaning in his case the geometric forms of rectangle, circle, polygon—those elements were set into a matrix of figure-ground relationships with occasional passages of volumetric modeling. If this combination had much to do with some of Léger’s most abstract paintings of the late teens, nevertheless Hélion’s paintings look finally only like themselves. They have the youthfulness of fresh invention—and in that way they resemble Léger’s Contrast of Forms rather than the abstractions that master was doing in the 1920s, in which a certain ponderousness has overtaken the forms. The elegantly naked, flat passages of silvery tones in Hélion’s abstractions became an instrument that he tuned to many, many harmonies. Over the course of about a decade Hélion produced a great many combinations and variations on the theme of figure and ground, with a relatively small group of forms. He never had recourse to a single solution or formula, nor did he indulge in variety for its own sake. The work of these years remains a mature, cohesive, freestanding achievement.

  The years when Hélion was painting abstractly correspond to the period in which he wrote some of the major articles included in this volume. His writing was as fully formed as his painting, and exuded the same pleasure in language—in this case, a written language. He was ferocious, his summary phrases thrown out to scoop up all the painting around him. Hélion was a young man who found himself in the second generation of a Parisian avant-garde awash in isms, with an academic cubism already in place, and some of the heroes of the avant-garde leading what Cocteau had called “the return to order” or traveling into surrealism (or both, in the case of Picasso). Hélion’s ferocity is an avidity—for everything, of course—that is his youth; but specifically for painting. What he wants is a complete painting, a painting that is primary, not a reaction, but complete unto itself, as unmediated as life itself (which also, paradoxically, means that it is complexly mediated). He is not ready to look again, or re-group, or re-visit—he is always moving forward. Even his shift to representational painting in the war years is a move forward; he had gone directly from being an apprentice painter of simple subjects in representational pictures to being a full-throttle abstractionist who still haunted the Louvre.

  Hélion had an unusual way of looking at the nineteenth century—in his writing about Cézanne, for instance—as a paradoxical series of important losses, of disastrous triumphs. Such developments, presented through summary histories in some of these articles, include the dissolution of objects into the “purely optical” painting of the Impressionists, and the awkwardness of the passagework in Cézanne. In his search for completeness—for the maximum, for the totality—Hélion pursues these losses. When he finds them, he underlines them, incises them into his thought. The result is that nothing is lost: the losses become a part of what is accrued. Likewise, Hélion is clear-eyed about the different qualities and possibilities and limitations of abstraction, even though he is optimistic. “I was always repelled by negative attitudes,” he writes later in remembering himself as a young painter and writer. And so, in his search for a fullness of utterance, Hélion discovers all kinds of dialectics: reduction and growth; abstraction and representation; two essential painting rhythms (the rhythm of the whole and the rhythm of the part); and, finally, the opposition of what he calls “the open and the closed.”

  Perhaps most importantly, in his 1935 article “From Reduction to Growth,” Hélion considers the “painting as an organism of growth.” Here, being ferocious means being clear-eyed. Without rejecting the nonobjective painting he championed, he wonders about the possibilities in abstraction—in painting—that he could not imagine yet. He insists on the necessity of “more” rather than “less”—more in the painting, more of the artist in the painting. What that “more” can consist of he does not prescribe, but among his touchstones in these articles are the shapes of Seurat’s objects, each complete in itself; the integration of symmetries and patterns in the figural art of Cimabue; the perspective of Raphael; and, of course, what he elsewhere calls the “double rhythm” of Poussin. In the “impure” abstraction that Hélion was practicing—modeling, the “round world,” were in his abstractions almost from the beginning—there was a hint of another lineage and trajectory for abstraction. He meant to unfold metaphors that contained literary content—the presence of a figure, even narrative elements. He is fascinated by the sign, a word used in French more than in English, which means an irreducible configuration. In Mondrian’s case the sign is the vertical and the horizontal. In Hélion’s abstractions it can be the stretched-out square that becomes a shield-like shape. In his later work and his later thinking the sign can be a hand, a pumpkin, a musical instrument, a mannequin. Reduction, for Hélion, was never a goal in and of itself; it was part of an organic process which had to do with image-making, picture-building. That process had to yield a complex world, whether abstract or figurative.

  The need to articulate the terms of the new art, the need to explain it and even defend it, went beyond thoughts about his own work. Hélion became a prominent advocate for abstraction almost as soon as he had engaged with it in his studio. In 1935, he wrote in a letter to the curator James Johnson Sweeney, “I hope you will find time to read the article in Cahiers d’Art and one in Axis, showing some of what I think about ancient and actual painting. And I am quite sure the new generation is with me.” Did Hélion represent the “new generation?” The two articles he refers to in the letter to Sweeney are in two different languages—the one in Cahiers d’Art in French, the one in Axis, in English. Hélion’s “new generation” was not the old-guard first-generation modernists of Paris, though the new generation was certainly trying to assimilate and develop the ideas of Picasso and Braque and their contemporaries. Hélion’s “new generation” included many for whom English was the lingua franca—so we find Hélion appearing in the pages of Axis, an international publication in English, and also in Partisan Review in the United States and the Burlington Magazine in England.

  Certainly Hélion wanted to reach, not only the Parisian village, but also—and perhaps more so—the English artists, the American artists, anyone who would be reading in English. He himself was already living in the United States in the mid-1930s, where he had become known to critics, writers, collectors, and curators who were founding and running institutions where modernism was taking root. Hélion was one of the artists advising Albert Gallatin, the prominent collector (also a painter) who founded and ran the Gallery of Living Art, a collection of European modernist paintings he bought from the artists in Europe and made available to the public in Greenwich Village at New York University. Also in these circles, Hélion knew James Johnson Sweeney, the critic and Museum of Modern Art curator who later headed the Guggenheim Museum. Hélion had been invited to teach at the American Bauhaus in Chicago, but when that offer fell through, he was in the States anyway, with an American wife and dividing his time between New York, where he had many artist friends, both Europeans and Americans, and Rockbridge Baths, Virginia, where his American wife had family roots.

  To the Americans who were keenly interested in the new abstract art developing in Europe, Hélion was a valuable dragoon and exemplar. In the catalogue of Gallatin’s Gallery of Living Art, Hélion’s essay surveying the entire field of European abstraction was the main text; his extraordinarily wide-ranging vision in that dispassionate survey may, paradoxically, have been helped by his distance at that moment from the field of action in European art: from a distance the contours delineating the various tendencies were sharper. “The actual abstract art is an ardent debate,” he wrote. Hélion said, in the 1938 interview conducted by George L. K. Morris in Partisan Review and published here as “The Artist in Society,” that he had spent the previous year in New York to “isolate myself from the milieu in which I had developed, and to reconsider everything;” but his fellow young abstract artists in America saw him as a lively and effective champion of their cause. His departure for wartime service in the French army in 1940, and subsequently his definitive return to France in 1946, left a core of New York artists who continued to follow his career. Many of his abstract works had, meanwhile, found their way into many American museum collections.

  Hélion was never again at the center of a movement, no less at its head. His “theory” always followed from studio practice, and clearly never dictated it; but perhaps in the writing from World War II on, there is still less generalization from his own experience than in the major essays from the 1930s. The one long work he wrote in English, They Shall Not Have Me, the account of his wartime experiences as a prisoner of war under the Nazis, holds a special place within his published oeuvre. It is not about art at all, or at least not directly. An account of the almost two years he spent in Nazi POW camps as a captured soldier of the French army, the book is a set of short stories, in places like a film script—full of vivid, extended dialogue and sharply detailed descriptions of people, places, events in the camps. Now, in the absence of painting (during his internment, without access to materials, he did no drawing or painting), Hélion embraced fully everything that he had originally eliminated from the paintings he preferred to call “concrete” rather than “abstract” or “non-representational” (to him that sounded “non-human”). Everything necessary to a narrative comes flooding into They Shall Not Have Me. The postwar paintings—the figure compositions, the landscapes, the streetscapes, the still lifes—are presaged in the composed vignettes of camp life that make up They Shall Not Have Me. At the moment that Hélion is a writer tout court rather than painter-as-writer, the paintings are nevertheless crowding around, prospective shadows cast by fully rounded characters and scenes that had yet to be imagined by the painter on canvas.

  Hélion’s writing about art may be seen as having three distinct phases: up to World War II; They Shall Not Have Me, written during the war; and the post-World War II writing. This is a division that seems to follow from the division in the body of his work—between the prewar abstractions and the postwar figurative work. But perhaps the more important division in his work and thought lies in his relation to the outside world, his changed situation vis-à-vis contemporary art, rather than any difference in his demeanor within the studio. If in the latter 1930s Hélion had, with his move to the United States, distanced himself from the Parisian scene, in the 1940s, with his newly figurative paintings, he found himself increasingly marginalized in New York, where a wave of new painting that crested in Abstract Expressionism was rolling in. In 1946, after spending a few years back in the States again after his escape from the Nazis, Hélion returned to France definitively and never lived again in an English-speaking country.

  Shortly after his departure, comments by him were included in “Eleven Europeans in America,” a group of statements solicited by James Johnson Sweeney for an issue of the Museum of Modern Art Bulletin. Hélion’s response is retrospective but, typically, without sentimentality. He begins by reviewing the development of his work in his New York period, but quickly he comes to what was surely on his mind at this fraught moment: his new paintings, and their different look, their figural direction. Their rejection by the critics, and Hélion’s sense that people thought he had taken a wrong turn, no doubt pushed him to write about the genesis of this new work, and its organic growth out of his abstraction. When in “From Reduction to Growth,” he had written about eschewing “naturalistic” forms, he had ended by saying nevertheless that “I say No to nothing in advance.” Now, in 1946, looking back at several years of painting such naturalistically derived forms, he asserts, “I have always been doing the same thing in my work. . . . In fact I still consider myself an abstract artist.” And most importantly, this cerebral artist insists that it is the continuous friction of pictorial research in the studio, rather than the coolness of theory or idea, that has led him to work out of naturalistic form: “it was passionate development, with many ups and downs—that taught me I was not able to [work in purely abstract forms]; it was not something I decided coldly.”

  In the 1930s, writing in English about abstraction, Hélion was a leading intellectual, writing from the center of an international avant-garde movement. Now, in 1946, the backdrop has changed, but the artist is largely the same. Writing when his work has gone somewhat against the grain, he looks back from his 1946 statements at that young avant-gardist of the 1930s, who reached back through centuries for a tradition, for a lineage that encompassed Poussin. And we may see, already potentially there, the postwar painter: who taught himself the figure in the tightly painted, almost academic nudes of the 1950s; who studied a group of objects for still life over and over again through several decades; who invented the vast, triumphant figure compositions of the 1960s and 1970s. Pictorial research is always the key.

  Hélion began “Poussin, Seurat, and Double Rhythm,” the major essay he wrote in late 1934 and published in Axis in 1936, with the words: “A painting by Poussin is the maximum of a picture.” Poussin’s importance for Hélion jibes with the young painter’s idea of completeness, an echo perhaps of Poussin’s statement about his own pictorial researches: “I have neglected nothing.” In this article Hélion invites the reader into a seemingly omnivorous meditation on building pictorial space, and the many ways plastic expression can embody meaning. He begins with a brilliantly thorough formal analysis of a Poussin figure composition. He continues by surveying the nineteenth century from the vantage point of Seurat versus Cézanne, within a lineage of closed and open form. And he goes on to elaborate on what he calls the “double rhythm” that all great paintings must have—the rhythm of the whole, the rhythm of the part. Myriad artists are invoked, but it is Hélion’s insistence here on nature as the Ur-text that all artists must try to read that makes this essay so complete a dictionary for an abstractionist—or any painter—to study. The essay stitches into notions of pictorial space observations on the space of trees, the space of birds, the space of fish, the space of the human body. This radical does not wish to face down the past: he wishes to face up to it. And so he gathers up, in this essay and others, as much of his experience as possible as he travels ahead into his work of the postwar decades. By the end of the war, Hélion knows he’s moving in his own direction, against the current. From then on, he finds himself taking a journey into tradition that is personal, idiosyncratic, and ultimately perceived by some as anti-avant-garde.

  Hélion wrote in the postwar years from a rather marginalized position. Not surprisingly, then, there is less “theory,” and more emphasis on personal reflection in the postwar writing than in the major essays from the 1930s. His publications in English after the war consist mostly of diaristic notes, musings on both the metaphysics and the technics of representation. He writes of the travails in the studio, he writes about his motifs—and, as always, about the effort to make a picture that is, like a Poussin, “loud with meaning.” At this point, Hélion was writing for an audience that may not have known his work directly; his work was not being shown regularly in the States. In 1964, the American poet John Ashbery, who knew Hélion from the poet’s decade in Paris, translated some excerpts from Hélion’s notes for Art and Literature, an international magazine in English that Ashbery helped edit. And on three occasions some of Hélion’s studio reflections were included in the design theorist and artist Gyorgy Kepes’ 1960s anthologies of writing by thinkers in the arts, science, and literature.

  In the context of the large overarching questions Kepes poses—What is representation? What is the significance of the man-made object?—much of what Hélion has to say is pensive, inward even, reflections on studio practice and how he frames his formal problems in the studio as he works to compose, in drawing and painting, the sensual world around him. Here the writing sometimes mimics the drawing and painting; this is sometimes ekphrastic writing, and finding le mot juste clearly follows upon finding the perfect tone in the painting, or the incisive contour in the drawing. In these pieces set down when he was in his late fifties and sixties, there is an echo of his earliest days. Hélion started life in a village in northern France near the Belgian border, and, though he lived for a number of years with his wife Jacqueline in an old house in the small town of Bigeonnette, near Chartres, he was thoroughly a Parisian artist-intellectual. But, a bit like Colette, in whose writing her worldliness never seems too far from her Burgundian village birthplace, Hélion seems imprinted with an intimacy with nature, both fauna and flora, and with the topography of a particular small place and its people; he is insistently cerebral, but his thought is always saturated with the experience of all his senses, grounded in the corporeal.

  In the two final texts in this volume, Hélion looks back at his formative years, in one essay that recalls his role in founding Art Concret in 1930, and in the other where he reminisces about his New York years in the 1930s and 1940s and their dramatis personae. While Hélion’s memoir of New York is silvery-toned, elegiac in places (despite his always-present humorous observation of people), his memoir of founding Art Concret with a few other painters in Paris in 1930 is sharply lit. Here, still, is the ferocious Hélion—he uses the word “violent” over and over in this piece, referring to the spirit of the abstractionists, and to their art. And, again, the motif of completeness, of wholeness, of the utmost, appears—in his discussion of Mondrian, whom he admired perhaps more than any of the others, and, too, in his description of himself as of a piece, his early work and his subsequent decades of painting all rooted in the same tensions and yearnings. He might have said, too, that writing was another kind of element in a double rhythm—the two being painting and writing—and that he had never abandoned the duet between the two. His writing even slightly outlasted his painting; after losing most of his sight as a result of a brain tumor in the last few years of his life, he proceeded to dictate a book visualizing his failed paintings, and revising them—in words.

  Hélion spent his long lifetime—he died at 83, in 1987—exploring the world in pictures and in words. But we find in his essays—hidden within his prolix, rushing, teeming, astringent yet passionate prose—a crucial bit of silence. In an essay from the 1930s, “Avowals and Comments,” after exhaustively describing his efforts to give plastic expression to his abstract world, he exclaims: “All these experiments and systems do not pretend to create. They are scaffoldings to support the urges of the secret forces I carry, like any man, and about which I have nothing to say.”

  DEBORAH ROSENTHAL

  2013

  

  [image: images] This essay was the main text in the 1933 version of the catalogue of the A.E. Gallatin collection, known then as the Gallery of Living Art (and later as the Museum of Living Art). This private collection of new painting from Europe was amassed by Gallatin, a wealthy collector and painter, with the help of European painter friends, and opened to the public in its location at New York University in Washington Square. The only other texts in the catalogue were two shorter essays by Gallatin himself and by James Johnson Sweeney, the writer and later a curator at the Museum of Modern Art and Director of the Guggenheim Museum. Hélion’s essay may be the actual text of the talk he gave on modern art in 1933 at the Gallery of Living Art, or may be very close to it; he surveys most of the large and eclectic group of abstract artists in Gallatin’s collection, and characterizes their varied approaches to abstract form. Hélion himself had work in the collection. [image: images]
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  The Evolution of Abstract Art as Shown in the Gallery of Living Art

  Every strong work of art, like man himself, is complex, and carries different potentialities. To assemble the pictures according to the taste and understanding of one person, and thus bring to light one direction, is the principal value of a private collection. With its recent acquisitions, the Gallery of Living Art presents a clear definition of the denaturalization of the subject, and its progressive transformation in free elements, neither men nor pipes, neither apples nor Venuses for rent.

  When Cézanne gave up trying to transport the complete appearance of nature in his pictures, he broke a strong tradition, that of submitting the picture to the model. He undertook to submit the model to the proper possibilities of painting. He discomposed it in glances. At each glance cast at the model, he made a corresponding spot of color on the canvas. Thus divided in strokes, the achieved work received an aspect obviously different from that of nature. Cézanne did not try to hide it.

  The first conflict between the subject and the work has been carried to the point of complete separation. From the few facets to which Cézanne reduced his apples, one went to art abstract, through a series of shocks, marked by the signs of contradictory personalities, but which have successively rocked to its foundation the reasons and the technique constituting the dogma of ancient painting, and substituting new ones for them.

  Through history, either ancient or modern, circulates a rhythm of evolution common to all periods: the effort to open, and the effort to close.

  Mantegna, Ingres, and Seurat illustrate the effort to close. Their works are compact, in both form and subject. Rubens, Delacroix, Matisse and all the Fauves illustrate the effort to open. Their works are spread out, their shapes burst open, they demolish.

  It is a kind of breathing phenomenon, one opens, one shuts. To keep the painting from bursting in scrolls, the tendency of Ingres is necessary. To keep the painting from shrinking into sterilized statuettes, the tendency of Delacroix is needed. This movement of opening and shutting takes the most complex aspects, follows the most different reasons, and always destroys something.

  The effort of the Impressionists was to open the images to daylight. They have shattered the tradition of the atelier, the science of shadows, of volumes, of drawing, of architecture. But Seurat, in the same line, made the gesture to reclose. He found again the tense drawing, and the ordonnance.

  Cézanne, between those two efforts, was trying to keep solid and broad. To the clouds of Divisionists, he opposed his strokes shaped like facets. Later on, trying both to open the ancient tradition, and to close the new, the Cubists used those facets as Cézanne used the apples. They have assembled them, gathered them, around a figure. The Cubists’ facets mark the gesture of demolishing the subject, of opening the form to space; their assemblage in an evocation of a known object marks an effort to enclose this revolution in one compact sign.

  In his anxiety to equilibrate those two tendencies, Picasso has run from one to the other unceasingly. Sometimes tearing what he had left of his model, with long improvisations of shapes, strokes, spots, and at other times returning to the classical copy of the atelier. What has been called his inconsistency is probably a conscious effort to face as many traditional lines as possible.

  The attitude of Juan Gris shows the attempt of stabilizing this balancing between the demolition of the subject and its reconstruction. He has given his spots of colors and his facets the precision of the Primitives. He has insisted; he has tried to endure. Thanks to this attitude, he has produced some of the most perfect pictures of the Cubist movement. It must be remarked that the painters who contributed to Cubism (and they are more numerous than is generally thought) have nearly all returned to the extreme dryness, and copying in the mood of the ancients. But this going backwards did not last long. In this new contact with the model, the painters found that it was now too far from the technique of painting. It must be replaced by another which can be painted in its entirety. One cannot continue discomposing the model in glances, facets, and rounds. The question is to create a new domain, but it is very hard to invent. Some, as Braque, generalize their old motifs: with the pot and the fruits of his well-known still lifes, he has made a permanent spot which is to be found in most of his works. Picasso has flattened the guitar on the table, and has wedded the two in a zigzag which, on the canvas, describes itself like an independent being, but he has more imagination than the others. Everything helps him to create a new object.
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