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To my brothers, Brooke and Paul
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In Search of Lost Time

We will all return to the Bateau-Lavoir. We were never truly happy except there.

—PICASSO TO ANDRÉ SALMON, 1945

Pablo Picasso stood on the threshold of his apartment bundled against the autumn chill, his hat pulled low about his ears, a brown knit scarf tossed carelessly across his shoulders. A shapeless coat engulfed his stocky frame. Shabbily dressed, not so much anonymous as invisible beneath the layers, he hardly looked the part of the world’s most famous artist.

There was something incongruous in the scene, something about the man and the place that didn’t quite match. If the elegant address—a seventeenth-century apartment building on the rue des Grands-Augustins, in the genteel Left Bank neighborhood of Saint-Germain-des-Prés—proclaimed his worldly success, his rumpled outfit suggested an indifference to the trappings that came with it. With his stained pants, worn at the cuff, and felt cap “whose folds had long since given up the struggle for form,” Picasso showed the same disregard for convention he had as a struggling painter living from hand to mouth in a squalid Montmartre tenement. It was a quirk of his personality that his first wife had tried hard to correct. She often complained that no matter how much money he made, he insisted on dressing like a bum. In fact, the wealthier he became, the more determined he was that money would not define him. “One has to be able to afford luxury,” he once explained to the writer Jean Cocteau, “in order to be able to scorn it.”
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In any case it was not his wife he was waiting for this Tuesday afternoon in the fall of 1945. Olga had long since fallen by the wayside, a casualty of her unsuccessful battle to groom him for a life in high society. For a time he’d submitted to her strict regime, attending costume balls hosted by the decadent Count Étienne de Beaumont, posing pipe in hand for the photographers, and generally playing the part of a debonair man-about-town. But he eventually tired of the cocktail parties and elegant soirees, reverting to the haphazard ways he’d enjoyed before the smart set claimed him as one of their own. The Hungarian photographer Brassaï, who met Picasso in 1932, was on hand to observe the process: “Those who thought that he had put his youth behind once and for all, forgotten the laughter and the farces of the early years, voluntarily abandoned his liberty and his pleasure in being with his friends, and allowed himself to be ‘duped’ by the pursuit of ‘status,’ found that they were mistaken. La vie de bohème regained the upper hand.” In truth, it had always been an unequal battle: while Olga tried to make him into a gentleman, he took revenge in his art by putting the former ballerina through a set of pictorial transformations, each more grotesque than the last.

Rather than Olga—or the voluptuous Marie-Thérèse Walter or the brooding Dora Maar, former mistresses who were both still part of Picasso’s extended harem—the woman he was expecting this afternoon was his latest conquest, the twenty-four-year-old, auburn-haired Françoise Gilot.

Perhaps conquest is not quite right. For once, it seemed, this relentless seducer had met his match. It’s true that after a strenuous campaign Françoise had agreed to share his bed, but his attempts to possess her body and soul had been frustrated by her infuriating streak of independence. Her ability to parry his advances only increased his determination to have her, but her inscrutable ways drove him to distraction. Brassaï testified to the “raw state of his nerves.” With Françoise, this usually self-confident man (particularly when it came to the war between the sexes) was reduced to a gelatinous state. “When I see Picasso, looking a little upset, shy as a college boy in love for the first time,” Brassaï recalled, “he gestures slightly toward Françoise, and says, ‘Isn’t she pretty. Don’t you think that she is beautiful?’ ”
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There’s no doubt that Françoise Gilot—barely out of college and with little experience of the world in general, even less of men in particular—managed to throw him off balance. After more than a year of on-and-off wooing, Picasso was still unsure where he stood. “I don’t understand you,” he grumbled. “You’re too complicated for me.” In her most recent display of rebellion, Françoise had spent the last few months in the south of France, not exactly ending the relationship but making it clear that she wasn’t ready to commit to him. And when she finally returned, showing up unexpectedly on his doorstep, he couldn’t hide his hurt feelings. “I thought you weren’t coming back,” he sulked, “and that put me in a very black mood.” Though she was here now, Picasso knew she might just as easily slip away.

Since her return to Paris in late November, Picasso had assumed a role that had often worked before on star-struck young women, playing the older master to the eager pupil. Françoise had still not agreed to move in with him, but she visited his apartment almost every day. “Over the weeks that followed,” she recorded, “I began to do just what Pablo advised me to do: to study Cubism more in depth. In the course of my studies and reflections I worked back to its roots and even beyond them to his early days in Paris, between 1904 and 1909.” Being initiated into the mysteries of the twentieth century’s most important movement by its founder was a rare privilege for a budding artist, and Picasso was happy to oblige. These lessons drew them closer, their intimacy heightened by the sense of a shared voyage. At the same time they measured an unbridgeable gap: while she had her future in front of her, he belonged to history.

•  •  •

An older man—Picasso had turned sixty-four this past October—taking a young woman under his wing can generate a powerful sexual charge, and he was not above exploiting his fame to lure impressionable girls into his bed. But with Françoise it was different; he felt a kinship with her that went beyond mere sexual appetite. Each responded to the loneliness in the other, a sense of isolation that culminated in Picasso’s fantasy that his lover would live in the rafters beneath the rooftop of his studio where, together, they could shut out the world. When Jaime Sabartés—the childhood friend who now served as his personal secretary and gatekeeper at the rue des Grands-Augustins—warned him that the relationship was bound to end badly, Picasso turned on him angrily. “You mind your business, Sabartés,” Picasso shouted. “[W]hat you don’t understand is . . . the fact that I like this girl.” They were kindred spirits, he insisted, tormented souls who could find comfort only in each other’s arms.

Françoise was drawn to Picasso against her better judgment. Along with his famous charm, which he could turn on and off like a switch, he was bathed in the dazzling aura that surrounds all famous men. But there was more to his magnetism than this. Françoise was moved by Picasso’s vulnerability, a vulnerability that showed through the hard shell of mistrust that served to shut out a world that had wounded him. He could be arrogant, insufferable, too certain of his genius, and merciless to anyone he thought was preventing him from realizing his destiny. There was also a desperate neediness, a sadness that played on her maternal instincts, instilling an almost irresistible urge to fix what was wrong, to make whole what had been broken.

Still she held back, understanding instinctively that a relationship built around his all-consuming need was bound to be destructive. “I could admire him tremendously as an artist,” she remarked, “but I did not want to become his victim or martyr.”

•  •  •

Despite her youth, Gilot was no ingenue to satisfy the lust and prop up the vanity of an aging satyr (though as always in Picasso’s case those two most compelling of human motives were never completely absent). Indeed, when he’d spotted her two years earlier across the darkened room of his favorite restaurant, sitting with her childhood friend Geneviève, she’d been introduced to him as “the intelligent one” to distinguish her from her “beautiful” companion.

Of course, that was part of the problem. Françoise had a mind and a life of her own before she met Picasso. In May 1943 she had just made her professional debut with a show of paintings at the fashionable Madeleine Decré gallery (in sharp contrast to Picasso himself, who had been labeled “degenerate” by the Nazi occupiers and whose work was banned from public exhibition). Noticing the two attractive women in the company of an actor he knew, Picasso sauntered over to their table bearing a bowl of ripe cherries, a luxury in wartime Paris that carried more than a faint erotic whiff. When Geneviève told him that she and her friend were painters, he burst out laughing. “That’s the funniest thing I’ve heard all day,” he snorted. “Girls who look like that can’t be painters.”

Still, he’d been sufficiently intrigued to pay an incognito visit to the gallery, and the following week, when Françoise took him up on his invitation to visit him in his studio, he remarked, “You’re very gifted for drawing. . . . I think you should keep on working—hard—every day.”

Françoise was flattered by the great man’s attention, but she had few illusions as to the nature of his interest. At first Picasso opted for the direct approach. On one occasion he pulled her roughly to him and planted a kiss on her lips; on another, he casually cupped her breasts like “two peaches whose form and color had attracted him.” Assuming he was merely trying to provoke her, Françoise determined that the best way to knock him off his game was by failing to play the role of the outraged virtue he expected. “You do everything you can to make things difficult for me,” he complained, dropping his hands. “Couldn’t you at least pretend to be taken in, the way women usually do? If you don’t fall in with my subterfuges, how are we ever going to get together?”

When Françoise finally relented, then, it was with eyes open, and even after they became lovers she was careful to retain room for maneuver, rebuffing his increasingly urgent pleas that she move in and tormenting him with what he described as her “English reserve.”

Withholding a part of herself was an act of self-preservation. Françoise knew it was almost impossible to be intimate with Picasso without losing oneself entirely. Stronger women than she had been consumed in the furnace of his passion, an obsession whose intensity inevitably turned to disillusionment. “For me,” he told her, “there are only two kinds of women—goddesses and doormats.” The idol inevitably fell, the object of worship becoming the focus of rage when she failed to vanquish the demons that haunted him. After the end of the wartime occupation he became increasingly unpredictable, lashing out angrily or wallowing in self-pity as his growing celebrity increased his sense of isolation. “[H]e was very moody,” Françoise recalled, “one day brilliant sunshine, the next day thunder and lightning.”

For an older man, a consuming passion for an attractive woman young enough to be his granddaughter inevitably stirred up morbid thoughts of lost time, of the yawning chasm between his own vanished past, the inadequate present, and the uncertain future. As Picasso aged, the women he chose tended to get younger. His success in that arena reassured him that he retained the vital spirit that made him a force of nature, and any stumble conjured up the specter of his own mortality. In love, as in art, there were many pretenders to the throne, and if so far he had managed to stay on top, it remained a constant war against not only a host of rivals but also a more remorseless foe.

•  •  •

When Françoise arrived at the rue des Grands-Augustins that Tuesday afternoon, she was surprised to find Picasso already waiting on the front steps. Usually he kept an eye out for her seated at the second-floor window, one of his pet pigeons perched familiarly on his shoulder.

“I’m going to take you to see the Bateau Lavoir,” he announced, summoning like a talisman the name of the ramshackle tenement where he had spent his early years in Paris and where he had transformed himself from a young unknown to the acknowledged leader of the modern movement. “I have to go see an old friend from those days who lives near there.”

Before long, a car squeezed through the wrought-iron gate and inched into the courtyard, a jet black monstrosity—half hearse, half royal chariot—driven by a chauffer in white gloves and livery. This was Marcel at the wheel of Picasso’s famous Hispano Suiza Coupe de Ville. The car was a relic from the days before the war, one of the few reminders Picasso allowed himself of his life with Olga: a souvenir of Parisian seasons filled with society balls and summers on the Riviera with Ernest Hemingway and the Fitzgeralds. Among the anachronistic touches were multiple interior mirrors for making the final adjustments to one’s evening wear and crystal vases filled with cut flowers.

It was a strange possession for someone who called himself a Communist, as odd as the grand and gloomy apartment that recalled a vanished aristocracy of minuets and powdered wigs. Since his headline-making announcement the year before that he was joining the “People’s Party,” the chauffeured limousine had become something of an embarrassment, a visible symbol of hypocrisy. But for Picasso (who never learned to drive) the car was more than a luxury. It was a means of escape when the routines and the people associated with a particular place grew too burdensome. During the war years, with gasoline rationed and movement restricted by the Germans, he’d been forced to abandon his peripatetic ways. Now, after years of claustrophobia and paranoia, he could once again travel at will, a necessary balm for his restless soul.

The restlessness had always been there, but his kinetic energy used to take a different form. As a young man he had prowled Paris on foot, feeding his inspiration by feeding off the excitement of the vibrant city, wearing holes in shoes he couldn’t afford to mend. It was not simply the last resort of a poor man; walking was a form of epistemology, a way of knowing. It provided the essential textures and materials of his art. The woman who lived with Picasso during his years of poverty remarked, “[I]t is good to walk when you are young and carry hope in your heart.” In meandering journeys through the neighborhoods of his adopted city he had time to think, to tease out the tangled skeins of his vision and explore new vistas and uncharted alleyways of the mind. And while he wandered, he absorbed the sights and smells of the great capital, its hectic rhythms so different from those of his native Spain, its jarring dislocations and cacophony finding their way in the fractured surfaces of his canvases. Now his face was plastered on magazine covers on every corner newsstand, and as the world crowded in, he withdrew, increasingly alienated, unmoored.

With Marcel at the wheel, Picasso and Françoise watched the city unspool in silence, the noise and dust shut out by glass and chrome. They rolled across the Pont Neuf and over the Île de la Cité. They watched the twin towers of Notre Dame looming dark against the clear blue sky, skirting the eastern edge of the Louvre, where as a young man he had spent hours warding off the winter cold and grappling with the masters of the past. In that great labyrinth he had tested his youthful ambition against millennia of human achievement, seeking to possess the secrets of the ages so that he might storm the battlements armed with the weapons of the enemy.

They navigated the Marais, its streets haunted by the missing Jews who had fled or been rounded up and sent to the east, buildings scarred by bullet holes made when Parisians finally rose up against their jailers. Picasso had almost been one of the casualties when a stray projectile whizzed past his head and lodged in the windowsill as he peered out to see what was happening.

At the base of Montmartre they crossed the boulevard de Clichy with its bars and seedy nightclubs, including the tawdry, tacky Moulin Rouge, made famous by Toulouse-Lautrec. It was in these low-end dives that the teenage Picasso and his Catalan friends had received their first education in the liberated sexual mores of the French capital and the mysteries of the liberated French woman.

Then the climb up the southern face of Montmartre, the engine of the Hispano Suiza grumbling with the effort to negotiate the steep slopes. As they rose through Montmartre’s clotted byways, Marcel carefully maneuvering the oversized car through the narrow passages, the years seemed to slip away. “I would have thought we had made a long journey through time and space to reach this faded corner of the past,” Françoise wrote. As the weight of the present lifted, Picasso grew visibly more relaxed, his eyes gleaming hopefully as he surveyed the scene of his youthful triumph.
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Stepping out of the car at the summit of the hill, they found themselves in another world, a neighborhood of rustic houses and overgrown gardens that still carried the memory of the village it had once been. When Picasso had first arrived, at the beginning of the century, Montmartre was already joined to Paris as its Eighteenth Arrondissement, but the Butte, as locals called it, continued to defeat the best efforts of urban planners who hoped to transform a medieval metropolis into the City of Light, a beacon of modern rationality. Mystery clung to the neighborhood’s rubble-strewn slopes, forgotten pockets of an earlier time, dark corners of the human psyche that reproached the image Parisians had of themselves as a people in the vanguard of civilization. Here were relics of a past that had vanished elsewhere: windmills, quarries, and vineyards,I tumble-down lean-tos—home to impoverished workers displaced by Baron Haussmann’s ruthless demolitions—and high stone walls behind which virginal sisters lived in cloistered isolation.

Montmartre was the “Hill of Martyrs,” the place where Saint Denis, the eighth-century miracle worker, proclaimed his faith and lost his head. But even as it clung to its medieval spirituality, the Butte was also a site of unbridled libido: of taverns and opium dens, cabarets, dance halls, and bordellos, far enough from the city center to escape the strict attention of the authorities but close enough to lure seekers of illicit pleasures.

It was contested territory, between country and city, between the world of the spirit and the world of the flesh, pitting radical atheists against black-robed priests. Here the Commune of 1870—the world’s first socialist government—made its bloody stand against the forces of reaction, and here, too, in an attempt to expiate the sins of godless communism, Catholic reactionaries raised the Basilica of Sacré-Coeur in virginal white travertine as a monument to their ancient faith.

Like all sites of ambivalent authority, Montmartre had always attracted more than its share of the discontented and dispossessed. Even before the turn of the century, it served as a haven for artists as well as anarchists—which often amounted to the same thing, as each group asserted as its ultimate goal the freedom to live without rules. Renoir had taken up residence on the rue Cortot before he became rich and complacent, as had, briefly, Cézanne and van Gogh, sharing the neighborhood with the radical L’Anarchie and Le Libertaire, published out of cramped offices in the rue d’Orsel. Picasso himself had heard tales of the neighborhood’s fevered nightlife and colorful characters while still a regular at Els 4 Gats, the Barcelona tavern that was itself modeled on a Montmartre original, so that lurid dreams of bohemian Paris fueled in his imagination long before he ever set foot in its crooked streets. Ultimately, Picasso would do more than anyone to promote the romantic legend of Montmartre, but when he first made the journey he was treading a well-worn path, following in the footsteps of compatriots who had already set up an unofficial Catalan artist colony in the Eighteenth Arrondissement.

•  •  •

In the fall of 1945, the journey proved more difficult. Navigating time is necessarily more fraught than navigating space, since the dimension defined by the elastic stuff of memory is inherently treacherous. As they walked arm in arm, Picasso conjured up a world that had disappeared decades before Gilot was born, a world of ghosts who had passed into legend and grizzled survivors who had managed to salvage something from the wreckage of the past. “There’s where Modigliani lived,” said Picasso, pointing to a dilapidated shed barely visible on a slight rise behind the street. Modigliani’s was a classic Montmartre tale. Handsome, talented, and doomed, he had arrived in Paris in 1906 seeking to tap into the vital energy of the avant-garde. Drawn like a moth to the brilliance of Picasso and his companions, he hovered just outside that charmed circle, too unsure of himself to hold his own in that boisterous crowd. In the end, he lacked the hard instinct that allowed the Spaniard to negotiate the gauntlet bordered by poverty on one side and dissipation on the other and that destroyed so many of his contemporaries, succumbing to a lethal combination of drugs, alcohol, and tuberculosis before his fortieth birthday.

Picasso paused in front of a narrow, gray building. “That was my first studio, the one straight ahead,” he said, gesturing to the fifth-floor attic, where a wall of north-facing windows indicated the presence of a painter’s atelier. Here the eighteen-year-old Picasso and two of his Spanish friends had stayed during his first visit to Paris, spending a delirious couple of months wallowing in the decadent glamour of Montmartre, its allure infinitely enhanced by the fact that the studio came fully furnished with three pretty (and compliant) models. For Picasso, that first taste of Paris was exhilarating; for his friend, the brooding Carles Casagemas, that initial confrontation with the sexually adventurous Montmartrois female would bear tragic fruit.

“A little farther along,” Gilot recorded, “we reached a sloping paved square, rather pretty and a little melancholy. Ahead of us was the Hôtel Paradis and beside it, a low, flat, one-story building with two entrance doors, which I recognized, without his telling me, as the Bateau Lavoir. Pablo nodded toward it. ‘That’s where it all began,’ he said quietly.”

Where it all began . . . how much is conveyed by that wistful phrase! A line dropped into a dark pool, a beacon sent out across the gulf of years on the off chance it will fetch back some faint reflection. There’s a fierce pride here, but also regret, a recognition that, for all that was achieved, much was lost along the way. Those words measured the distance between desire and consummation, and in making the calculation Picasso discovered—like many who’ve made the journey from obscurity to fame, from poverty to wealth—that dreams, in coming true, lose much of their luster. A few months earlier, shortly after the Liberation of Paris, Picasso’s thoughts had inevitably turned to those halcyon days, before darkness fell. “We will all return to the Bateau-Lavoir,” he told his old companion the poet André Salmon. “We were never truly happy except there.”

•  •  •

What, precisely, began here? What vision sustained those who called the former piano factory on the rue Ravignan home and tried to wring some deeper meaning from that particular time and place, something to compensate them for the cold and hunger, the suicides and betrayals, something dimly perceived through the opium haze and nights of despair, some glimmer in the dark to ease their doubts, a signpost guiding them toward a limitless future?

Some insisted that it was nothing less than the modern world that was born here, that unique mix of infinite potential and unspeakable horror that characterized the twentieth century: an impulse to innovate at any cost, to transform every aspect of life whose benign aspect we call progress but whose malignant twin led to Dachau and the Gulag. Often compared to a laboratory—its inhabitants likened to alchemists who brewed strange potions for inscrutable purposes—the tenement known as the Bateau Lavoir has gone down in history as one of those sites of cosmic convergence, a gravitational vortex where random motes seemed to coalesce, to in-spiral in heated clouds, creating novel and hitherto unimagined forms of matter and radiating bursts of unpredictable energy.
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To those of a more spiritual bent, the Bateau Lavoir was sacred ground, “the Acropolis of Cubism,”II a temple to that uniquely modern creed known as the avant-garde. Though it proclaimed itself the enemy of organized religion, the avant-garde was nonetheless a form of worship, a mystery cult where the sacred stuff of life was extracted according to formulas known only to initiates, a faith that gained in power as it wrapped itself in obscurity, with its own rites, customs, hierarchies, and keepers of the flame. Here vestal virgins came disguised as women of easy virtue, the ceremonies were conducted beneath heavy clouds of opium and hashish, and the high priests were poets, painters, and sculptors of equally dubious morals, scruffy avatars of a civilization addicted to lurid tales of its own demise.

Like all religions this one had a prophet. He was a stranger, a young Spaniard just arrived from Barcelona, crude of tongue (at first he could barely communicate with the natives, whose language he did not speak) and of gloomy countenance, who through some otherworldly power drew about him a circle of brilliant men and women, disciples who would soon proclaim the gospel they had learned at his feet to the far corners of the earth.

•  •  •

Viewed from the chestnut-shaded place Ravignan, the Bateau Lavoir is a modest structure, presenting only a low stucco wall to the square. But the squat facade is deceptive. Like many of the buildings set into the steep sides of the Butte, it tumbles down the slope in back in a kind of slapdash architectural landslide,III so that, like Mary Poppins’s purse, it contains far more interior space than its exterior dimensions would seem to allow.

As Picasso led Gilot through the low door, they were plunged into darkness. The place was dank, with oozing walls and stagnant air, bitter with decay. The days when Montmartre, and the Bateau Lavoir in particular, had been the center of all that mattered had long since passed, and the building had the silent, musty feel of a tomb. As they wandered along mazelike corridors, groping their way forward in the grudging light, Picasso tried to make the building come alive by telling her stories of the old days: of the farcical Max Jacob with his top hat and monocle, his funny dances and barbed songs improvised on the spot; of the brilliant Guillaume Apollinaire hunched over his plate like a stray dog guarding a meat bone, whose conversation was a scintillating froth sprinkled with erudite references and obscene jokes; and of the beaming, childlike Henri Rousseau and the legendary banquet Picasso and his mistress Fernande Olivier had thrown for him. That drunken revelry—grown ever more improbable with each retelling by those who were there and those who only imagined they were—was long remembered as the outrageous apotheosis of bohemian Paris.

They stopped in front of a door near the stairwell. “He put his hand on the doorknob and the other on my arm,” Gilot remembered. “ ‘All we need to do,’ he said, ‘is open this door and we’ll be back in the Blue Period. You were made to live in the Blue Period and you should have met me when I lived here. If we had met then, everything would have been perfect because whatever happened, we would never have gone away from the rue Ravignan. With you, I would never have wanted to leave this place.’ He knocked at the door but no one came. He tried to open it but it was locked. The Blue Period remained shut away on the other side of the door.”

As Picasso rattled the handle, the weight of years pressed in on him once more. The past, he realized, would lie forever out of reach, just on the other side of an impenetrable barrier. To live is to hear doors slam shut, dark corridors echoing with the regret of alternatives not taken; time’s arrow points in only one direction, and memory’s capacity to reverse the flow is only an illusion.

They reversed their steps and returned to the deserted square. Gilot could see that Picasso was struggling to contain his emotions. On previous visits, he reminisced, he would often see the concierge’s daughter, who used to skip rope outside the window of his studio. “She was so sweet,” Picasso sighed, “I would have liked her never to grow up.” But of course she did what girls (if not dreams) do and grew and aged, changing from a child into a handsome young woman, then becoming fat, each time shedding a bit of that grace that clings to all things fixed in memory. “In my mind’s eye I had kept on seeing that little girl with her jump rope and I realized how fast time was flowing and how far I was away from the rue Ravignan.”

With those gloomy reflections, they set out once more, making their way up the hill a few blocks until they reached the rue des Saules, where they stopped in front of a modest house. “He knocked at a door and then walked inside without waiting for an answer,” Gilot recalled.

I saw a little old lady, toothless and sick, lying in bed. I stood by the door while Pablo talked quietly with her. After a few minutes he laid some money on her night table. She thanked him profusely and we went out again. Pablo didn’t say anything as we walked down the street. I asked why he had brought me to see the woman.

“I want you to learn about life,” he said quietly. But why especially that old woman? I asked him. “That woman’s name is Germaine Pichot. She’s old and toothless and poor and unfortunate now,” he said. “But when she was young she was very pretty and she made a painter friend of mine suffer so much that he committed suicide. She was a young laundress when I first came to Paris. . . . She turned a lot of heads. Now look at her.”

This was Picasso’s final lesson on their shared journey through time, imparting to his young lover a wisdom that usually comes only through bitter experience. Weeks of instruction that had begun with Picasso leading Françoise Gilot through the conceptual thickets of Cubism now ended at the bedside of that time-ravaged woman.

Arranging a confrontation between his young lover and this unfortunate wreck of a woman was characteristic of Picasso’s approach to life and to art, each of which he shaped in light of his own obsessions. Sex and death—Freud’s Eros and Thanatos—beauty and hideousness: these opposing forces were the elements that, bound together, gave the world its form. The encounter with Germaine was a flesh-and-blood version of the vanitas or memento mori, a reminder that even in the midst of life we are in death. The grinning skull, the guttering candle, the fly-specked melon—each of those symbols conjures up the process of decay that is inseparable from the ferment of life.

For Picasso, Pichot was the real-life incarnation of this morbid principle. “[W]omen are suffering machines,” he once observed, ignoring the fact that so often it was he who inflicted the pain. It was Pichot’s broken form, even more than the aging concierge’s daughter, that demonstrated the inexorable passage of years. She was the gatekeeper blocking the way of the hopeful time traveler, the embodiment of the principle of death. Confronting her in the company of his young lover was Picasso’s way of evening the odds, showing Françoise that while she might hold a temporary advantage over him, they were both subject to the same grim fate.

Why was Picasso so desperate to turn back the clock, and so bitter when he discovered that the past was denied him? In part it was the promise and the peril of a new love affair, exhilarating and terrifying in equal measure. His passion for Françoise reinvigorated him, but it was also a vampirelike parasitism of age upon youth that conjured shades of mortality in the very act of trying to transcend them.

By 1945, Picasso felt the walls closing in on him; his best years lay in the past, and all he had to look forward to was a long, slow decline. Paradoxically, the Liberation of Paris had actually narrowed his own horizons. His current fame had a valedictory quality, as if he were no longer a living, breathing man but a fossil of something once great and terrible. Of course the Occupation had brought its own peculiar indignities, even if his fame had spared him the worst of its deprivations. Throughout the war he’d been harassed by officials who suspected him of harboring fugitives or, at the very least, sympathizing with the Resistance. But aside from occasional “Kafkaesque” visits from undercover agents of the Gestapo, he was largely left in peace, as fair-weather friends thought twice before allowing themselves to be seen in the company of a known subversive.

All that changed with the arrival of the Allied armies. He’d done little during the years of the Occupation except endure, but to a public yearning for heroes that seemed to be enough. “Oh, I’m not looking for risks to take,” he told Françoise during the darkest days of the war when she asked him why he remained in Paris after so many of his colleagues had fled to England or the United States. “I don’t care to yield to either force or terror. . . . Staying on isn’t really a manifestation of courage; it’s just a form of inertia. I suppose it’s simply that I prefer to be here. So I’ll stay, whatever the cost.”

The world, however, insisted on putting a more heroic spin on this mundane tale. In August 1944, when liberation came, Picasso was surprised to find that he was acclaimed as not only the greatest artist of the century but a symbol of resistance to tyranny. On one level he courted the attention, sitting down with journalists and opening his studio to dignitaries and fellow celebrities, but increasingly he saw fame as a trap. “Paris was liberated,” he complained, “but I was besieged.” Now instead of visits by the Gestapo he was plagued by a constant stream of tourists, “poets, painters, critics, museum directors, and writers, all wearing the uniform of the Allied armies, officers and ordinary soldiers, thronged up the narrow staircase in a compact mass.”IV “From that moment on,” Gilot observed, “Picasso had stopped being a private citizen and became public property.”

Against this well-meaning assault Picasso launched his own campaign of resistance. “Famous,” he later grumbled, “of course, I’m famous! . . . What does it all mean? It was at the Bateau-Lavoir that I was famous! When Uhde came from the heart of Germany to see my paintings, when young painters from every country brought me what they were doing and asked for my advice, when I never had a sou—there I was famous, I was a painter! Not a freak.” Fame, for him, became as much an enemy as time. Both represented a closing of options, doors slamming shut never to be reopened. As a teenager he’d thirsted for glory and raged at the world that ignored him. In retrospect he could see that it was far better to toil in obscurity than in the public eye; vistas of endless possibility were replaced by the claustrophobic view of a man hunkered down.

Gilot put it best:

In the light of that I could understand even better the meaning the Bateau Lavoir had for him. It represented the golden age, when everything was fresh and untarnished, before he had conquered the world and then discovered that his conquest was a reciprocal action, and that sometimes it seemed that the world had conquered him. Whenever the irony of that paradox bore in on him strongly enough, he was ready to try anything, to suggest anything, that might possibly return him to that golden age.

It was a crucial insight, a key to the sadness that clung to this man who appeared to have everything. That intuition allowed her to forgive him his cruelty, since it derived not from strength but from weakness: “I knew by now that although Pablo had been receiving the world’s adulation for at least thirty years before I met him, he was the most solitary of men within that inner world that shut him off from the army of admirers and sycophants that surrounded him. ‘Of course people like me; they even love me,’ he complained one afternoon when I was trying to break the spell of pessimism I found engulfing him when I arrived. ‘But in the same way they like chicken. Because I nourish them. But who nourishes me?’ ”

That role, of course, would fall to Gilot. She would share his life for almost ten years, providing him with the warmth and sympathy he required, tending to his needs, bearing him two children, upon whom he doted and who restored, at least for a time, his zest for life, and fighting an ultimately losing battle against the darkness in his soul.V

•  •  •

As they descended the steep slopes of the Butte in the stilted silence of the limousine—a raft set adrift on time’s treacherous currents—Picasso was weary, disconsolate. He had begun the journey in a hopeful mood, convinced that in the company of his young companion he could reverse the tug of entropy, but the journey merely confirmed that the magic he was trying so desperately to recover was inaccessible, locked forever behind a battered door in an old piano factory in Montmartre.

Perhaps it was just as well, since few men were as ill suited as Picasso to the nostalgic role. He’d always been focused on the future, a step or two ahead of his contemporaries, peering ahead to the realm of shadows yet to come while they were still basking in the sunlight. It was this darkness that now made him seem like a prophet. “Picasso believes that art emanates from sadness and pain,” wrote Sabartés. “We are passing through an age in which everything is still to be done by everybody, a period of uncertainty which everyone considers from the point of view of his own wretchedness, life, with all its torments, constitutes the very foundation of his theory of art.”

Had he been a different sort of man and a different sort of artist—less death-haunted, less in touch with the horror that lurked behind the grinning mask of socialized Man—he wouldn’t have become the spokesman for an age that excelled in mayhem. Picasso’s pessimism struck a chord with a world still reeling from the disaster of war and genocide. His great rival Henri Matisse may have equaled, or even surpassed, him as a magician of paint on canvas, but there was something about the older man’s joyous, light-filled art that seemed out of step with the times. The golden age was over, not only for Picasso but for modernity itself; the promise of an incandescent future that had opened with the new century had been reduced to ash as the tools of progress were turned against us. During the very years Picasso was residing at the Bateau Lavoir, giving birth to a revolution in art, a former patent clerk in Bern was radically altering our notions of time and space, contemplating a simple equation whose solution would lead to Hiroshima and Nagasaki.

In retrospect it seemed as if Picasso’s work had anticipated the catastrophe: not only in Guernica (1937)—perhaps the most vivid evocation of war’s horror ever painted—but from the earliest works of his maturity. More than any of his fellow travelers in the avant-garde, he developed a visual language for the dawning age, describing its vertiginous logic in works of art that captured technology’s disorienting impact on our senses. But though he embraced modernity, he never succumbed to the illusion (shared by so many of his colleagues) that we were in the process of building paradise on Earth. The fractured mirror he held up reflected an image of our times as harrowing as it was exhilarating.

But Picasso was a reluctant Messiah. Others might recite the gospel they had first learned at his feet, but he himself was an apostate. He turned his back on the world that had failed to nourish him adequately, remembering its slights and then rejecting its honors with a sardonic laugh when he discovered how empty they were.

Or perhaps he didn’t actually turn his back on the world because he had never really cared about it in the first place. Despite being anointed the voice of a generation by a public searching for heroes and in need of a guiding vision, his art was essentially autobiographical, an expression of personal pathologies rather than an exposition of an ideology. He was too much of a nihilist to make a good prophet. He accepted the public’s adulation as nothing less than his due but treated those who came to pay homage with either contempt or indifference. In any case, he would have thrown it all away for a chance to start over. Fame had turned out to be a burden, and time had cheated him. The door remained closed, the golden age remained tantalizingly beyond his grasp.

•  •  •

But was it really shut tight? Perhaps another try would do the trick: a more persistent banging or an extra hard twist on the knob. Picasso, in any event, would not let his frustration go to waste. His art thrived on disappointment. Melancholy was always followed by ecstatic fury as he returned to the studio, exorcising his demons by mocking them, making them leap and cavort like demented souls as he wielded his brush. If his art was driven by dark energy, it was energy nonetheless, and he relied on its propulsive power to fuel his creativity.

And even if, like Moses, Picasso was denied entrance to this promised land, might we still be permitted to cross the threshold? After all, André Salmon, who was there with Picasso and his friends and was as intimate as anyone with the strange sort of necromancy they practiced, described the rue Ravignan as “a fascinating square of the Fourth Dimension,” the kind of place where, employing Einstein’s equations, past and future might be bent sufficiently to converge in our present.

It takes a while for our eyes to become accustomed to the gloom, but if we concentrate it becomes apparent that a light still flickers, if only fitfully, from the chink in a darkened hallway, a remnant from the explosion of a distant star that carries messages from a vanished time. . . .



I. Most of the windmills are gone, but Montmartre is still home to the only vineyard within the city limits.

II. The phrase originates with Picasso’s friend the poet Max Jacob, who, according to legend, was also the first to name the old piano factory the Bateau Lavoir, “The Wash Boat,” due to its supposed resemblance to the barges on the Seine to which Parisians took their dirty laundry.

III. The original building burned down in 1970. It has since been replaced by a more presentable replica.

IV. One of them was Ernest Hemingway, who, finding Picasso out, left as his calling card a crate of grenades—presumably a tribute to the artist’s gift for exploding convention.

V. Françoise’s children with Picasso were Claude, born in 1947, and Paloma, born in 1949. Picasso also had another son, Paulo, born in 1921, from his marriage with Olga, and a daughter, Maya, with Marie-Therese Walter.
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The Legendary Hero

We spoke of him as a legendary hero: “Do you know? . . . He has gone away . . . Heaven knows when he’ll come back!”

—JAIME SABARTÉS

In art, one must kill one’s father.

—PABLO PICASSO

Two young men in matching suits of black corduroy stepped out of the third-class railway car and onto the crowded platform of the Gare d’Orsay in Paris. One was tall and thin, with pale, unhealthy skin, a receding chin, and a poet’s distracted gaze. The other was short and powerfully built, with dark hair, worn long and swept to either side of a broad forehead, and piercing black eyes. Standing just under five and a half feet tall, he had a welterweight’s frame and a belligerence to match. In a hopeful attempt to look older, he sported an adolescent’s sparse mustache.

Despite the identical outfits, the two were something of an odd couple. While the taller youth conveyed an air of bemused detachment, his friend brimmed with confidence, as if ready to take on the world. At least that was the image he hoped to project. There was something slightly false about the confident air, a bluster that concealed a nagging doubt—that he could match up, that he could make it on the big stage.

Pablo Picasso arrived in Paris in late October 1900, a few days before his nineteenth birthday, which fell on the twenty-fifth. It was a year of beginnings, of fresh starts, the first of a century that promised untold innovations and an unprecedented acceleration in the pace of human progress. For an ambitious teenager, to be here—at the very center of the universe, according to Parisians themselves and to the rest of the world that had reluctantly come around to their way of thinking—at this particular moment in time was intoxicating.

Picasso had boarded the train the day before in Barcelona, accompanied by Carles Casagemas, a fellow painter and occasional poet with a small talent, a taste for drugs and alcohol, and a reckless, self-destructive streak. The two young men had been seen off by Picasso’s parents, who handed their son what little they could spare. It was a characteristic act of generosity. Don José and his wife, Doña Maria, had invested everything in their only son, and if they had to scrimp in order to further his career they never questioned the sacrifice.

Neither did Picasso. It seemed only natural to him that his parents would dig deep to make sure he fulfilled his genius, a genius they all believed in even as they quarreled over just how he should apply it. In financing their son’s Paris trip, Don José and his wife were risking more than their material security. Doña Maria had been easy to convince, but Don José feared that being away on his own would reinforce his son’s already worrying independent streak. “Why put obstacles in his way?” she asked her husband after Pablo had approached them with his plan to spend a couple of months in the French capital. “He knows what he has to do.”

Don José wasn’t so sure. He’d begun to worry that Pablo was squandering his enormous talent by hanging out with scruffy bohemian types and flirting with radical styles rather than attending classes and perfecting the academic technique in which he’d been trained. An extended stay in libertine Paris might teach him all the wrong lessons.

In fact, his fears were justified. Picasso’s desire to spend time in Paris reflected a very different conception of his career than the one mapped out by his father. In recent months he’d grown restless, dissatisfied with the smug, self-satisfied provincialism of the Catalan capital and increasingly impatient with friends whose grandiose plans were never matched by actual achievement. He was also chafing under Don José’s close supervision. An extended stay in Paris was just what he needed to get out from under the parental thumb, to strike out on his own and see what he was made of, to test himself in a far more demanding arena.

As the train pulled out of the station, Picasso radiated the nervous energy of a young man setting off on his first great adventure. But behind the flashing eyes, the too-quick laughter, the abrupt gestures was an anxiety he couldn’t entirely conceal. After all, he was leaving the nurturing hearth behind to be cast adrift in a world where he would be just another face in the crowd.

•  •  •

Picasso and his family had moved to Barcelona five years earlier, in September 1895. By then, the thirteen-year-old Pablo Ruiz (as he still called himself) was already an accomplished draughtsman, with years of study in the academic art tradition behind him. Unusually for someone from a middle-class family, he never had to fight with his parents to pursue his chosen vocation. His father was the first in the Ruiz clan to make the dubious journey from bourgeois respectability to the slightly disreputable status of artist, which meant that Pablo was, for all practical purposes, born into the profession.

That didn’t mean his path was easy. If he was born to be an artist, he and his parents could never agree on exactly what that meant. The fact that Don José was himself a painter meant that Pablo’s own journey would take on the fraught, painful quality of an Oedipal struggle as the son sought to surpass the father in the area that most defined him. When he was only sixteen, right around the time he was beginning to assert his independence from Don José, Picasso confided to a friend, “In art, one must kill one’s father.”

Indeed, Picasso’s career involved a headlong flight from everything his father represented. For Don José, achieving success as an artist meant a step-by-step climb up the institutional ladder, producing work calculated to appeal to one’s superiors, never deviating from the formula so that, one day, you would be embraced by the establishment. Quality, in his mind, was defined not by originality but by how well the work conformed to accepted taste. If he never quite achieved the position to which he aspired—an outcome guaranteed by his modest talent and lack of drive—he was convinced his gifted son would succeed where he’d fallen short.

José Ruiz y Blasco’s ambition for his son was in sharp contrast to the halfhearted manner in which he pursued his own career. He had confounded the expectations of his proper Málagan relatives when he decided to become a painter, but in every other way he was thoroughly conventional. Possessing a modest gift for drawing, he decided to become a painter not out of any deep-seated compulsion but because it seemed to him a congenial way to make a living without having to work too hard. Tall, fair-haired, indolent, and mild-mannered, the opposite in almost every way of his famous son, Don José was not overburdened with either imagination or ambition. When, at the age of forty-two, he finally decided to settle down and start a family, he took a position as an assistant teacher of drawing at Málaga’s provincial art school, the Escuela de Artes y Oficios de San Telmo. To supplement his meager salary, he also served as curator of the municipal museum and part-time conservator. In his spare time he made picturesque “fur and feather” paintings, as his son derisively called the humble vignettes that often featured one or more of the pigeons he bred as a hobby.
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Portrait of Don José, 1896. Album / Art Resource, NY.



It was into this world of marginal middle-class respectability that Pablo was born on October 25, 1881, surrounded by numerous aunts and uncles, who tended to regard the feckless artist in their midst with a mixture of pity and indulgence. Picasso could never forgive the condescension with which his father was treated by his more prosperous relatives, a circumstance that provoked a contempt for the bourgeois propriety they embodied.

In the sleepy, sun-drenched seaport of Málaga, on Spain’s southern Mediterranean coast, Don José’s preferred milieu was the local café, usually the popular Café de Chinitas, which presented a dignified front during the day but offered decidedly more risqué pleasures come nightfall. Here, surrounded by his tertulia—the circle of male friends that was the center of a Spanish man’s social life—his urbanity and charm earned him the nickname “the Englishman.” Picasso, so unlike his father in many ways, would import the custom to Paris, where, even when he lacked for the basic necessities of life, he would spend hours at the local bistro surrounded by his buddies.

Don José’s other main source of entertainment was attending the bullfights. He often took his son to those sanguinary spectacles, and they remained among Pablo’s fondest memories of childhood. The violence, pathos, and drama of the corrida spoke to his instinctive understanding of life’s cruelty and to the ways in which cruelty, properly harnessed, could become a powerful creative force. In the ritualized life-and-death struggle between toreador and bull, Picasso discovered a dark beauty that fueled his art. Sometimes he identified himself with the killer, at other times the victim. In either case he was more at home in that bloody arena—peculiarly and profoundly Spanish—where the game is played for ultimate stakes than in the joy-filled landscapes where his future rival, Henri Matisse, would dwell.

For the first decade and a half of his life Picasso accepted his father’s instruction and shared his dreams for the future. It seems odd to say that the mild-mannered Don José cast a long shadow on his son’s life: he was too diffident to dominate anyone, least of all his headstrong son. But he loomed large in Pablo’s imagination. “Every time I draw a man,” he told Brassaï, “it’s my father I’m thinking of, involuntarily. For me, a man is Don José, and will be all my life.” Far from wishing to emulate him, however, Don José would become a powerful negative example, the embodiment of the provincial dauber with no idea that art could do more than occupy wall space with pleasant scenes or repeat trite formulas. Pablo loved his father dearly, which made it all the more painful when he realized early on what a mediocrity he was.

Physically and temperamentally, Pablo resembled his mother, the stocky, dark-haired Maria Picasso y López. From her he inherited his mercurial temperament and his irrepressible energy, as well as a conviction that hidden forces rule our lives. This affinity, deeper than he ever acknowledged, helps explain why he would ultimately adopt her name. While Don José considered himself a sophisticated man of the world, Doña Maria immersed herself in the superstitious brand of Catholicism that was woven into the fabric of life in southern Spain.I This primitive strain of religiosity left its mark on young Pablo, despite his lifelong insistence that he was an atheist. The demonic transformations of his art are predicated on the assumption that a supernatural dimension lurks just beyond the reach of the ordinary, a mind-set that owes a great deal to the forms, if not the content, of mainstream religion. Picasso’s second wife, Jacqueline Roque, claimed that he was “more Catholic than the Pope,” but that is misleading. His beliefs ran in darker channels, with roots in the animistic impulses that are older than civilization itself and that were reluctantly adopted by the Church in order to bind the ignorant more firmly to orthodoxy. In the end, Picasso’s spirituality owed more to the peasant’s faith in the efficacy of amulets and the knucklebones of saints than in sacraments dispensed by priests.

At home with his mother, sisters, and a couple of unmarried aunts (Elodia and Heliodora), he was the king of his own small domain—or, given the all-female supporting cast, a sultan with his harem. To Pablo, this seemed like the natural state of things. To be waited on and fussed over was his birthright, and it was to that blissful state that he always tried to return, surrounding himself with a devoted coterie that would put his needs before their own. As his friend the poet Guillaume Apollinaire once remarked, Picasso was a “newborn . . . [who] orders the universe in accordance with his requirements.” His first mistress, Fernande Olivier, put it in less cosmic terms. She spoke for many of her successors when she shouted at him at one of Gertrude Stein’s famous dinner parties, “[Y]our only claim to distinction is that you are a precocious child.”

The infantile paradise was shattered when the five-year-old Pablo was packed off to school. In the classroom he was no longer considered special; his talent for drawing counted for little compared to his difficulty with math and his unwillingness to apply himself to his lessons.II He hated school, throwing tantrums and demanding that his father leave some prized possession—his cane, one of his brushes—as a guarantee that he would return for him.

Even as Pablo struggled with school, his father was experiencing his own troubles. First he was passed over for promotion at the institute where he taught, and then, in 1890, the municipal museum closed its doors. No longer able to support his family—which now included two girls, Maria Dolores, known as Lola (age five) and Concepción, known as Conchita (three)—he was forced to look farther afield for employment. Through the influence of his well-connected brother Salvador he found a job as a drawing instructor at the Instituto da Guarda institute in A Coruña, on the northwest Atlantic coast of Spain.

For Don José the move was devastating. A faint whiff of failure followed him to the cold, rainy seaport, so different from sunny Málaga and so far from his family and his customary haunts. Picasso summed up his father’s attitude toward their new home in a single phrase: “No Málaga, no bulls, no friends, nothing.”
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Picasso with Lola, 1889.



“In Corunna,” Picasso continued, “my father did not leave the house, except to get to the Escuela. . . . Upon returning home he amused himself painting, but not so much any more. The rest of the time he spent watching the rain through the windowpanes.” No doubt Picasso exaggerated, but even as myth his recollection is revealing, marking the moment he first perceived his father as a failure. All children eventually realize that their parents aren’t the omniscient gods they believe them to be, but for Picasso disillusionment came earlier and more thoroughly than for most. That meant additional burdens would be placed on his young shoulders, since, as a man disappointed in life, Don José would come to depend on his son to fulfill his dreams.

The four gloomy years spent in A Coruña contributed another tale to the Picasso mythology. While Pablo was still in his early teens, Don José urged him to add his own touches to the “fur-and-feather” paintings that were his specialty, tacking to the wall a pigeon leg or some other prop for him to copy. One day, Picasso recalled, Don José came home to discover that he had done the job so well that “he gave me his paints and his brushes, and never went back to painting.” It’s unlikely that the story is literally true: it follows too neatly the staple great-man biographies where the budding genius surpasses his master, who, conceding defeat, retires from the field. But whether or not it happened exactly as Picasso remembered, it reflects a growing awareness on the part of both parent and child that some invisible barrier had been crossed and that the family’s hopes now rested not with the father but with the son.

The transition was marked in more practical ways as well. A year after the move to A Coruña, just before his eleventh birthday, Pablo was accepted as a student in his father’s school. Here his training as a professional artist began. At the institute he began making studies from plaster casts and from nude models, honing skills that had been drilled into art students for centuries according to precepts little changed from the Renaissance.

These exercises, though they reveal little of the iconoclast to come, provide the crucial material from which his later innovations spring. Picasso’s ambivalence toward this academic training is revealed in a remark made many years later to his wife, Jacqueline: “[M]uch as I despise academic methods, ‘Ecole de Dessin’ [school of drawing] should be emblazoned on every artist’s door. Not, however ‘Ecole de Peinture’ [school of painting].” This belief that drawing forms the true sinews of art is very much part of the academic tradition. Mastery of this discipline, first acquired in A Coruña and then perfected in Barcelona, allowed Picasso to deconstruct the human body in the most improbable ways without ever losing the underlying coherence that gives even his most monstrous distortions their compelling plausibility. And it’s this notion that all painting is based in the rigorous practice of drawing, of delineating form and conjuring space through modeling in light and dark, that gives to his Cubist works their palpability, no matter how far they stray from perceived reality.

The academic tradition provided more than the structural basis of Picasso’s later work. He also discovered in this arid territory a mysterious landscape populated with ghosts, reimagining the dusty classrooms of his youth—filled to the rafters with plaster casts of broken classical statues, the remnants of long-dead civilizations—as charnel houses of the mind. These shattered limbs crop up in paintings from the 1920s and ’30s (most famously in the broken arms and legs and detached heads of Guernica), giving an ominous, surreal tinge to memories of childhood lessons. In these works the academic tradition that Picasso did so much to destroy makes a haunting reappearance as the mortal remains of a civilization that has already devoured itself.

Picasso will return time and again to this early training, even if it’s mostly to subvert the formulas and stand them on their head. From these years in A Coruña emerges a second, equally vital strand of Picasso’s art: an irreverent, populist, prurient, even pornographic vein that undermines and pokes fun at the academic lessons peddled by Don José and his colleagues. Instead of proper proportion, Picasso indulges in exaggeration; bored by the pursuit of perfection, he offers up caricature.

The impetus for these early forays into the world of pulp journals and cartoons was the need to keep friends and relatives back in Málaga informed of the family’s lives on the far Atlantic shore.III Playing the role of reporter, Pablo sent back a number of illustrated “newspapers,” including one he titled Azul y Blanco (Blue and White), which he modeled on the popular weekly Blanco y Negro. Its humorous vignettes reveal his gift for pithy caricature and a taste for vivid stories of daily life so different from the rigorous discipline he was forced to endure in school. Complete with mock advertisements, including one listing “Pigeons of guaranteed genealogy wanted to buy,” (a gentle dig at his father’s obsession), these cartoonlike pages demonstrate a precocious awareness of the forms and narrative possibilities of mass media.

In a similar vein are the graffitilike sketches he added to the margins of his lesson books, including one depicting a pair of donkeys humping.IV These are just childish diversions, little different from the typical schoolboy antics, but once Picasso broke down the artificial barriers between the high art he was taught in his father’s school and the “low” art that appealed to his puckish nature, a new world was born. Perhaps more than any other artist in history, Picasso deployed crude humor—graffiti, caricature, and sexual puns—in the service of masterpieces. It is in the work of the adolescent boy that we first see the irrepressible id peeking out from behind the curtain. Granted, it’s only a cameo appearance, but soon enough this side of his personality will claim center stage, providing the energy and a shape-shifting polyamorousness that pushes the bounds of sexual possibility far beyond the Kama Sutra.

Though Don José never reconciled himself to life in the foggy Atlantic seaport, Pablo reveled in his newfound freedom. Ten years old at the time of the move and with energy to burn, he was no longer under the watchful eyes of his numerous aunts and uncles, while his father, increasingly discouraged, lacked the will to rein in his rambunctious son. For Don José the transfer to A Coruña involved not only dislocation but daily humiliation. His paintings sold poorly, and his salary was barely enough to pay the rent and feed his family. Pablo was well aware of his family’s slide down the social ladder. When he was out playing with friends, he was told to keep an eye out for bargains, including one he recalled many decades later advertising “soup, stew and a main course for one peseta and served at home.” But rather than embarrassment, Pablo took a perverse pride in his family’s shabbiness, adopting the defiant pose (at least with his friends) of a desperado or pirate king.

As Don José withdrew from the world, Pablo’s confidence grew. This dynamic manifested itself in increasingly wild behavior. He became the leader of a gang of pint-sized delinquents whose most memorable exploit, he recalled, involved an expedition through the alleyways of the city hunting feral cats with shotguns.

In January 1895, the family suffered a crushing blow when seven-year-old Conchita died of diphtheria. The death of his sister traumatized Pablo and contributed to a morbid obsession that bubbles up time and again in his art. The tragedy plunged the entire family into gloom, but it was hardest on Don José, who had already been depressed. Portraits Picasso made of his father at the time show a man shrinking from life, his energy sapped, his features increasingly haggard. Though Picasso didn’t kill his father, even metaphorically, he was certainly an unsparing witness to his slow disintegration.

The depth of the trauma for Picasso himself is reflected in what he called his “dark secret,” which he confided to his wife, Jacqueline, only late in life: that during Conchita’s illness he made a vow to God that if she were spared he would never draw again. The fact that he was incapable of sticking to his promise and that she died shortly after he broke his promise gnawed at him, establishing in his mind a profound connection between creation and destruction. God, it seemed, was a vengeful being, a cruel prankster who made a mockery of life and who could be propitiated or perhaps defied, but never loved. That he made this vow in the first place reflects a superstitiousness that was an essential feature of his personality. His certainty that dark forces lay behind the placid surface of life, and the belief that he was at least partly responsible for his sister’s death, gave him an appreciation of his own demonic power, a dangerous gift that could be used for good or ill.

Picasso was grief-stricken but not paralyzed. Throughout his life he exhibited a resilience that allowed him to triumph over circumstances that destroyed many of his weaker companions. Instead of succumbing to despair, he put his grief to good use by transforming pain into art. Shortly after Conchita’s death, Picasso undertook a series of portraits: one of a beggar, another of a local fishwife, and other assorted characters from the neighborhood. These dramatically lit and vigorously brushed slice-of-life paintings look back not only to the greats of Spain’s past—Francisco de Zurbaran and Diego Velázquez in particular—but also ahead to his own Blue Period. Vivid, if uneven, these works earned the thirteen-year-old his first exhibition (in the window of a furniture shop) and his first review in a local newspaper. The anonymous critic noted that the works “are not badly drawn and are forceful in color . . . well-handled, considering the age of the artist.” He ended the article with a prediction: “We do not doubt that he has a glorious and brilliant future ahead of him.”
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La Llotja. Courtesy of the author.



But if Pablo was thriving (or, from his parents’ perspective, growing wild), the rest of the family was suffering. Don José concluded that the time had come for a change of scenery, and in the spring of 1895 he accepted a position at the Barcelona School of Fine Arts, commonly known as La Llotja. The new job was a step up for Don José and a modest material boost for the Ruiz family. Located in the pompous neoclassical building near the harbor that also housed the stock exchange (Llotja), it was a more prestigious, though no less hidebound, institution than the one he was leaving in A Coruña. Ultimately, however, prestige was less important than the fact that it offered the chance to put the ghosts of the recent past behind him.V

•  •  •

The arrival of the Ruiz family in Barcelona in the fall of 1895 marked the point at which the future leader of the avant-garde first came into contact with the broader currents of modernism. No matter how provincial by the standards of Paris, Barcelona was at least open to winds of change that were sweeping across European art and literature: to the mystic strains of Richard Wagner, the disruptive chest-thumping bombast of Friedrich Nietzsche’s Superman, to the challenges posed by the hyperrealist Impressionists, who believed that reality was changing every instant, and their rivals, gloom-shrouded Symbolists like Edvard Munch and Gustave Moreau, who believed that deeper truths lay hidden beneath the quicksilver surface. Had he remained in chilly A Coruña or the equally fossilized Málaga, Picasso would never have heard the rumbling thunder from the north that signaled the approach of the cataclysmic twentieth century.

As a child of Málaga, Picasso began life in Barcelona on the outside looking in. Most Spaniards were looked down on by the more “Europeanized” Catalans, and Andalusians were deemed the worst of a backward lot. Jaime Sabartés sums up the disdain of the northerner for his southern compatriot:

Among Barcelonans of my class, the word Andalusian is . . . never pronounced it without a grimace of repulsion. An Andalusian, to them means a bullfighter, a gipsy, a “wise guy,” who drinks and dances . . . all of which, to a middle-class Catalan of Barcelona, is rather alien to our manners and customs. Andalusian? . . . Pants tight at the belt, short vests, Cordobon felt hat and cock-and-bull stories. Ugh!

An Andalusian, in other words, was a rube, the embodiment of all that was wrong with Spain, a country to which Catalonia, according to Catalans, was attached only by accident and whose artificial unity was maintained only through force.

For most of his life, first in Barcelona and later in Paris, Picasso stood apart, never quite one of the locals, welcomed everywhere, nowhere completely at home, thriving by his wits and relying on his charm to gain entrée into circles that would normally be closed to him. He lived with one foot in, the other out—a precarious position that suited his restless spirit and stimulated his imagination.

Shortly after their arrival in the Catalan capital, Don José prevailed upon his colleagues at La Llotja to allow thirteen-year-old Pablo to take the entrance exam, despite the fact that he was underage. In three surviving drawings, one of a plaster cast made from an antique statue and two of a male model done from life, we can see the results of Don José’s instruction and of the long hours of practice at the da Guarda institute. While there is little here that suggests a budding genius, these drawings demonstrate that from an early age Picasso possessed technical skill far beyond the reach of most children his age.VI

There’s a large element of truth to Picasso’s claim, half boastful, half plaintive, that his growth as an artist was somehow stunted by his father’s well-meaning interference. “The awkwardness and naïveté of childhood were almost absent from [my drawings],” he told Brassaï. “I outgrew the period of that marvelous vision very rapidly.” In fact, Picasso’s earliest known drawings, made when he was eight or nine, do display a certain childish awkwardness, but it’s clear that the element of fantasy was quickly supressed in the pursuit of competence. His artistic development reverses the usual trajectory. He started by achieving technical proficiency at an early age and only slowly worked his way backward toward that “awkwardness and naïveté of childhood” that he associated with the marvelous. One key to Picasso’s urge to storm the edifice of the academic tradition is this premature mastery followed by a long period of disillusionment, made infinitely more painful by the realization that his beloved father was not only second rate but a champion of a dying tradition. For Picasso that tradition was a trap, as comfortable and suffocating as a parental embrace.

By the time Picasso sat for the La Llotja exams, the strains between father and son were beginning to show. Though Pablo still allowed himself to be guided by Don José in artistic matters, he began to assert himself in other ways. He soon attracted an admiring circle of older students who were drawn to the intense young boy who far surpassed them in the classroom and whose taste for fun outside it was contagious. The fact that he spoke Catalan only haltingly and was unfamiliar with the local landscape and customs did not prevent him from making himself the center of another youthful gang bent on mischief.
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Picasso’s new companions were mostly fellow students at La Llotja. Their rough-and-tumble fellowship, his first real tertulia, included two brothers, Joaquim and Josep Bas, and the nineteen-year-old Manuel Pallarès, who would remain a lifelong friend. For Picasso these confraternities would be as important as female companionship. The tertulia was a second family, one that offered an intellectual stimulation that contrasted with the dreary domestic routine. While the women stayed at home, the men hung out at cafés discussing the latest political intrigue or artistic fad, the hours-long bull sessions usually ending in drunken revelry and a visit to the brothel. In a few years Picasso’s tertulia would include some of the most brilliant minds in Europe, but however subversive the gathering and however abstruse the conversation, it remained rooted in that most reactionary (and chauvinist) of Spanish traditions.

Almost eight decades later, Pallarès described the Picasso he had known as a young boy in Barcelona:

He had a very strong personality. He was appealing and way ahead of the others, who were all five or six years older . . . he grasped everything very quickly; paid no apparent attention to what the professors were saying. Picasso had no artistic culture, but had extraordinary curiosity . . . took things in the blink of an eye, and remembered them much later. . . . In everything he was different. . . . Sometimes very excited, at other times he could go for hours without saying a word. . . . He could get angry quickly, but calm down just as fast. He was aware of his superiority over us, but never showed it. He often seemed melancholy, as if he had just thought of some sad things. His face would cloud over, his eyes become dark.

Here we can sense for the first time the magnetism that was as critical to Picasso’s career as his inventiveness as an artist. Photographs of the fifteen-year-old Pablo Ruiz show the handsome features, strong nose and expressive mouth, the short-cropped hair, almost black. Most remarkable are the dark eyes that seem to devour all they see, the famous mirada fuerte that could be so compelling and so disconcerting. Even in middle age Picasso radiated an unsettling power, as a journalist who interviewed him in 1935 discovered: “People said that he had secret powers and could kill a man by looking at him; they said other strange things too. There was something massive and supernatural about him.”

Picasso’s outsized personality instilled slavish devotion even (or especially) among those victimized by his volatile temper. His appeal only increased as he discovered his power over others, the voltage of his charisma charged by his growing self-confidence. Shifting from moment to moment from light to dark and then back again, from love to anger, laughter to rage, he seemed more alive than those around him—a protean figure, as fascinating to others as he was to himself. “Picasso was a sun all on his own,” wrote his lover Geneviève Laporte. “He lit up, burned, consumed and reduced to ashes anyone who approached him, not even sparing himself.” A self-portrait from 1896 shows a brooding young man, a romantic hero, worldly wise, perhaps even a bit jaded. Pallarès concludes his vivid description of the young Picasso: “At fifteen, he neither seemed nor acted like a boy his age.”

One sign of his physical, if not his emotional, maturity was that around this time Picasso began his lifelong habit of visiting whorehouses. It was the older Pallarès who introduced him to the seamy side of Barcelona in the Barri Xino, Barcelona’s red-light district, located in the warren of alleys near the harbor, but Picasso had no problem keeping up with his older companion. A contemporary poet, Joan Maragall, described the neighborhood, just on the other side of the city’s most fashionable boulevard:

You have one Rambla, a place of delight . . .

And there, four steps away, feverish with excess,

broader than the other, the Rambla of the poor

shudders in the gloom of its hellish lights.

Throughout his life, Picasso would be drawn to the “hellish lights.” They seemed more real to him than the staid neighborhoods where proper ladies and gentlemen submitted to the deadening tyranny of respectability.

It was also at this time that Picasso acquired his first steady girlfriend, though his relationship with a circus equestrienne known as Rosita del Oro appears to have been little more than an amusing diversion for both parties. Neither parent, in any case, seems to have been too worried by their son’s sexual awakening. Back in his Málaga days Don José had been in the habit of spending his evenings at the high-class brothel Lola la Chata, and Doña Maria had long since resigned herself to the habits of the Andalusian man.

But if Don José and Doña Maria were inclined to turn an indulgent eye on their son’s peccadilloes, Pablo’s discovery of his own sexuality reinforced his growing rebelliousness, coinciding as it did with his recognition of his father’s impotence in artistic matters. For the time being, he agreed to be guided by Don José when it came to his painting, as long as he was allowed free rein in other areas. It was a temporary and uneasy compromise that promised trouble to come.

Pablo had progressed so rapidly that Don José decided it was time to test his skills by submitting a large-scale work to one of the prestigious juried exhibitions. It was the first step along a path that would eventually lead, he assumed, to “traveling scholarships, the Prix de Rome, pensions, contest awards, prizes in exhibitions, a professorship . . .”

If a respectable and financially rewarding career in the Spanish art establishment had been his goal, young Pablo could not have asked for a better instructor than Don José. He himself was only a purveyor of minor still lifes and genre scenes, but he knew that to embark on a distinguished career it was necessary to demonstrate a command of important subjects on a grand scale. To that end he borrowed the studio of a colleague at La Llotja—a specialist in religious themes named José Garnelo y Alda—and helped Pablo prepare a large canvas (65 x 46 inches) upon which to depict a suitably serious-minded theme. For the next few months Pablo applied himself to the task, making numerous sketches of the principal figures and availing himself of the many props lying around the studio. The painting, a re-creation of his sister Lola’s First Communion, was submitted to the Exposición de Bellas Artes é Industrias Artísticas, which opened at the Barcelona Palace of Fine Arts on April 23, 1896.

On one level First Communion, the first large-scale canvas by the great iconoclast of twentieth-century art, is disappointing, a trite effort remarkable only for its conventionality. The subject was calculated to appeal to the conservative judges, as was its exacting (if somewhat plodding) realism. Pablo reveals his mastery of traditional techniques, rendering the various textures—the sheer gauze of Lola’s veil, the leather of the red prie-dieu, and the gleam of candlelight on candlestick—with a skill that would have done credit to an established painter. The mood, as well, has a sobriety in keeping with the pious theme. Everywhere we can feel the guiding presence of Don José, instructing his son in the nuts and bolts of a well-constructed painting. No opportunity for showing off is neglected, no cliché left unattended.

But for all its hackneyed realism, First Communion constitutes an important milestone in Picasso’s career. The habit of the grand showpiece will endure, even as Picasso transforms it into a subversive assault on the traditions it parodies. The demented harpies of Les Demoiselles d’Avignon and the soul-crushing despair of Guernica are dark twins of First Communion. Picasso will never entirely abandon the habit of the big statement, even when he put it to uses that would appall his thoroughly conventional father.

Despite some nice realistic touches, the work lacks conviction. It’s more tightly rendered than most of the paintings Picasso was doing at the time, which tend to feature improvised, slashing brushwork; the greater care he lavished on this work contributes to the airless, stilted feel. Even as a boy of fourteen, he must have sensed the hypocrisy involved in such pious expressions. The man who oversaw this work of irreproachable devotion felt none himself. In fact, young Pablo took religion far more seriously than his father did, even if his vision of the universe was more pagan than Christian, haunted by demonic spirits who needed to be propitiated lest they rise up to exact cataclysmic revenge. For Don José, piety was merely habit; for his son, meddling in unseen forces was dangerous business. Indeed, hidden beneath the conventional subject is a darker subtext: of the four candles depicted, two have been snuffed out, perhaps a reference to two dead Ruiz children, Conchita and a stillborn son.VII Mortality is intimated as well by the bloodred rose petals strewn on the altar steps. The theme of the vanitas, the reminder that death intrudes even in the midst of life to which Picasso often returned, makes its initial appearance in his art in First Communion.

Bouyed by this successful debut, the following year Don José upped the ante with an even more ambitious canvas (75 x 98 inches) to be submitted to the country’s most prestigious venue for fine arts: the Exposición General de Bellas Artes in Madrid, set to open May 25, 1897. Pablo’s lack of enthusiasm for the project is suggested by the fact that Don José had to bribe him with the offer of a studio of his own before he would apply himself. The garret, which Pablo shared with Pallarès, was located at 4 Carrer de la Plata, near both La Llotja and the family apartment. But while it remained close enough for Don José to keep an eye on his son, Pablo saw it as an opportunity to get out from under the parental roof.

Science and Charity [see color insert], which Pablo worked on throughout the month of March 1897, depicts a humble room, based on Picasso’s dingy studio, where a stricken woman lies in her sickbed attended by a physician (Science) and a nun (Charity). The theme of the mortally ill young woman comes dangerously close to the tragedy of Conchita’s death, a parallel reinforced by the fact that Don José served as the model for the doctor. Not only was Science and Charity larger than First Communion, but it was intellectually more ambitious. The earlier picture had been a genre scene elevated by its pious subject; the second canvas transformed a humble tableau into allegory, demonstrating the young artist’s command of the high-flown rhetoric of “serious” painting.

From Don José’s perspective Science and Charity was a huge success. Not only was it accepted at the Exposición General de Bellas Artes, but it won an honorable mention, helped by the fact that one of the jurors was an old friend and colleague from Málaga, Antonio Muñoz Degrain. Even a disparaging comment in a Madrid newspaper did little to dampen his triumphant mood.VIII Encouraged by the official recognition, Don José submitted the painting to the Exposición Provincial in Málaga, where it was awarded a gold medal. It was so well received that when the family returned to Málaga for summer vacation, young Pablo was ceremoniously welcomed into the profession by the city’s most prominent painter, Joaquín Martínez de la Vega, who baptized him by pouring champagne over his head.

But Science and Charity proved to be one of Don José’s last triumphs. From now on whatever success Pablo achieved would be in spite of his father’s instruction and often in defiant opposition. Don José presented the painting to his younger brother, the eminent physician Don Salvador, who gave it pride of place in his apartment. The gift was more than a token of his appreciation for all the help his brother had provided over the years. Don José was determined to send Pablo to the prestigious San Fernando Royal Academy of Fine Arts in Madrid, and he needed his wealthier siblings to help with the expenses. The painting, and the accolades it received, helped reassure them that their money would not be wasted.

Picasso, however, felt humiliated by his dependence on his aunts and uncles. The spectacle of Don José begging for crumbs from his brothers and sisters made him more determined than ever to break free. A sign of his growing alienation was that around this time he began signing his works “P. Ruiz Picasso” or “P. R. Picasso,” substituting the maternal for the paternal name. This did not go unnoticed by Uncle Salvador, who was dismayed by his rejection of his paternal heritage and who suspected, correctly as it turned out, that it was the first sign of a wholesale rejection of the mainstream values he and his brother represented.

By the time Pablo left for Madrid in October 1897, he was in a mutinous frame of mind. The Royal Academy was hardly the place to explore new artistic ideas, but at least in Madrid he would be on his own, free to find his own way and develop in his own manner.

Ultimately, this first attempt to strike out on his own proved something of a fiasco. Though he was hundreds of miles from his parents, Muñoz Degrain had agreed to keep an eye on him; every time Pablo missed an assignment or cut class, word got back to Don José. Also, the reality of life on his own did not match the fantasy. Decades later Picasso still seethed at what he claimed was Uncle Salvador’s stinginess. His allowance, he told Sabartés, was “just a pittance . . . enough to keep me from starving to death, no more.” The truth is that the funds he received from his Málagan relatives, in addition to what little his parents could spare, were more than adequate to provide for his basic needs, covering tuition at the academy as well as room and board at a respectable pensión in a middle-class neighborhood.

But his relatives’ generosity, far from earning his gratitude, stoked Picasso’s resentment, particularly toward his uncle Salvador, who came to stand in his mind for all that was worst in the Spanish middle class: narrow-mindedness, bigotry, and a lack of artistic understanding combined with an inflated sense of his own importance. He had no intention of dancing to Uncle Salvador’s tune. Picasso claimed that his relatives funded him as they might “an oil well or a mine at a time when it was cheap because nobody wanted it.” He would make sure they got no return on their investment.

In Madrid the rebellious side of Picasso’s personality emerged in full force. In a letter he wrote to a friend back in Barcelona, he scoffed at the “stupidities” pronounced by his teachers before expressing his dismay at the state of art education in the country as a whole: “But don’t be mistaken, here in Spain we are not as stupid as we have always demonstrated, but we are educated very badly. That is why, as I told you, if I had a son who wanted to be a painter, I would not keep him in Spain a moment.”

Picasso concludes his letter by informing his friend that he was planning to submit a drawing to the theatrical weekly Barcelona Comica, which shows just how far he has already veered from the course set by his father. “Modernist it must be,” he boasts in words that would have made Don José weep. He concludes by comparing himself to two of the young stars of the Barcelona avant-garde: “Neither Nonell . . . nor Pichot, or anybody has reached the extravagance that my drawing shall have.”

Given his interest in the newest trends, it’s not surprising that he rarely set foot in the Royal Academy. Instead of knuckling under to closed-minded professors, he struck out on his own, taking his own artistic journey in hand. An Argentine student named Francisco Bernareggi left an account of his time with Picasso in Madrid: “What times of happiness, work and bohemianism! . . . Because Picasso and I copied El Greco in the Prado, people were scandalized and called us Modernistes. . . . We spent our days (eight hours a day) studying and copying in the Prado, and at night we went (for three hours) to draw from nude models at the Círculo de Bellas Artes.”

As Bernareggi suggests, adopting El Greco as their hero was a way to declare their allegiance to the progressive movement in art, since the distortions of the seventeenth-century Mannerist were regarded by more conservative types like Don José and Muñoz Degrain as abominations. It was during these months in Madrid that Picasso began his lifelong dialogue with El Greco, whose stylistic quirks—elongated forms, exaggerated emotionalism, and dark religiosity—would serve time and again as a way to pump up the expressive volume of his own work.

Tales of his truancy inevitably got back to Uncle Salvador in Málaga. “You can well imagine,” he told Sabartés, “[my relatives] took advantage of the opportunity to stop payments and that was that. My father, who was contributing the major part of it, went on sending me whatever he could—poor fellow!”

Pablo soon felt the pinch. Forced to abandon his comfortable quarters in San Pedro Mártir, he moved to a cramped, shabby studio on Calle Lavapiés. Multiple sketches from that December of a knife fight he witnessed in a tavern provide a preview of tough times ahead. He was rejecting the comfortable path set for him by his father in favor of a bohemian existence. It was a lifestyle that exuded a certain seedy glamour—witness the success of Puccini’s opera La Bohème, which premiered that same year—but it was also an existance filled with pain and desperation as the artist struggled to survive on the rough-and-tumble margins of civilized society.

In fact, Picasso’s first taste of bohemian life proved almost fatal. Trying to scrape by on what little his parents could give him, he grew sickly and malnourished. Neither failing health nor daily discomfort, however, would induce him to relent; he would rather starve than go hat in hand to Uncle Salvador.

To make matters worse, his personal troubles coincided with a particularly difficult moment in Spanish history. Defeat at the hands of the Americans in the Philippines and Cuba marked the final collapse of the once great Spanish Empire, leading to widespread unrest punctuated by occasional outbursts of violence. “[O]ur soldiers came back from the colonies emaciated and crestfallen,” recalled one officer. “It was very hard for us to avoid being infected by the pessimism of these repatriated comrades . . . the army was suffering from a complex of humiliation, discouragement, impotence and sorrow.”

Eventually, humiliation in war and political turmoil would give rise to a cultural rebirth, the so-called Generation of ’98, who led a literary and intellectual revolt against retraso, the backwardness characteristic of a Spain dominated by a corrupt monarchy and reactionary Church. But in the short run, defeat and loss of empire plunged the country into gloom. Given the fact that all forms of authority had been discredited, Don José’s insistence that Pablo seek official honors and position within “the system” seemed particularly misguided. To many in the younger generation, Catalan Modernisme and other progressive movements provided the only antidote to Spanish malaise.

In the winter of 1898, underweight, despondent, and plagued by self-doubt, Picasso came down with scarlet fever. Though he eventually rallied, it was only after a desperate week or two in which family and friends feared for his life. As soon as his quarantine was lifted, Don José and Doña Maria hurried his sister Lola off to Madrid to nurse him back to health. By the time he’d recovered sufficiently to think about the future, he decided he’d had enough of the Spanish capital.

In June 1898, Picasso returned briefly to Barcelona. But within a few days he was off again, traveling with Manuel Pallarès by train and then by mule to Horta d’Ebre,IX a small village in the rugged mountains about 120 miles west of the Catalan capital. Here, in Pallarès’ ancestral home—a land of olive groves and pine forests, of steep hillsides where shepherds grazed their flocks in meadows fragrant with wild thyme—he hoped to regain his strength and clear his mind.

“All that I know, I learned in Pallarès’ village,” Picasso told Sabartés. It’s an odd claim. During the eight months he spent in the remote mountains, he produced no major paintings, and the town provided little of the intellectual or artistic stimulus he usually needed to make his greatest breakthroughs. In Horta he no longer devoted himself exclusively to art but emptied his mind of all the preoccupations that had weighed him down in Madrid. He lost himself in nature and lived as one of the locals. After spending most of the summer camping in a cave in the high range known as the Ports del Maestrat, hunting rabbits and other small game, washing in a nearby waterfall, and immersing himself in pristine nature, he returned with Pallarès to the village. Here he plunged into a life of vigorous physical labor under the hot sun fueled by hearty country fare. “He wore espadrilles like the peasants,” Sabartés recounted, “learned to take care of a horse, to cure a hen, to draw water from a well, to deal with people, to tie a solid knot, to balance the load on an ass, to milk a cow, to cook rice properly, to light a fire in the fireplace.”

That was hardly the program Don José would have recommended, but it worked wonders to restore Picasso’s faith in himself. Mastering practical skills, burying his doubts in the comforting rhythms of mindless toil, he became a new man. He’d been beaten down by his struggles in Madrid and by the rigors of a dreary windswept winter; he needed to warm his southern body and clear his troubled mind. Not the least of the skills he acquired in Horta was a fluency in Catalan, which would help ease his way into progressive circles when he returned to Barcelona.

The rustic interlude also steeled his determination to make himself an artist in the Modernista mold. A self-portrait in charcoal from the beginning of this rural interlude shows him shirtless, his chest sunken, cheeks hollow, with a bohemian’s scruffy beard and mustache. Dangerously thin, he is the very picture of the romantic hero, gaunt yet fearless. The bold contours he employs show a new confidence, their stylized rhythms reflecting his full-throated embrace of Art Nouveau and Modernisme. Compared to the stilted realism of First Communion and Science and Charity, the self-portrait is a work that looks to the future, sounding echos of Munch, Toulouse-Lautrec, Paul Gauguin, and even van Gogh. Once he regained his strength, it was clear he intended to strike out in a new direction.

In the clear mountain air of the alta terra, Picasso underwent a physical and psychological rebirth. So powerful were the restorative effects of this retreat that for the rest of his life he would try to duplicate its magic. A summer vacation in some remote spot—the mountains or the seashore—became a habitual, almost ritualistic, aspect of his life. There, far removed from the distractions of the city, he could gather himself, build up vital reserves of physical and spiritual capital that he could spend down upon his return to civilization. Even if he produced little, the vigor he felt often sparked great bursts of creativity in the following months.

When Picasso finally made his way back to Barcelona in February 1899, it was with a new swagger. He slept once more in his old bed and looked up old friends, but he had no intention of simply picking up the pieces of his former life. He was a changed man, eager to face the future.

•  •  •

The city Picasso returned to after an almost eighteen-month absence had changed almost as much as he had, and in many of the same ways. While Madrid shuddered under the blows of military defeat and political turmoil, Barcelona was strangely energized. For centuries Catalans had resisted the central authority of the capital, and the latest debacle struck them as just retribution for centuries of imperial hubris. National humiliation catalyzed Catalans’ sense of being a people apart. “We are reappearing in the capital of Catalonia,” wrote Miquel Utrillo, one of the leading Modernistas, “which we consider the true capital of Spain from the artistic point of view, since a healthy member in a half-destroyed body represents the best of that body, whether in an individual or in a nation.”

Leading this cultural revival were three artists born in the 1860s (and thus a full generation older than Picasso), who had first conceived their life’s mission while sharing an apartment above the Moulin de la Galette in Montmartre.X Shuttling back and forth between Paris and Barcelona, Santiago Rusiñol, Ramon Casas, and Miquel Utrillo preached the gospel of the Parisian avant-garde to a populace eager to claim its place in the wider Europe.

If Catalan Modernisme never developed into a major school, it was perhaps because its leading practitioners could never decide exactly what Catalan modernity was supposed to look like. On the one hand, they turned to the medieval past to discover the authentic roots of their cultural identity; on the other, they hoped to shake things up by latching on to the latest international fad: Art Nouveau, Impressionism, Symbolism, or something else borrowed from the more advanced north. In architecture—in the work of Antoni Gaudí, Josep Puig i Cadafalch, and Lluis Domènech—this peculiar mix led to some strikingly original forms, but elsewhere it descended into mere eclecticism.

Still, Barcelona was the center of a vibrant cultural scene that, if it wasn’t quite sure where it was headed, knew at least what it was running from. At once brash and insecure, determined to assert cultural independence but anxious not to appear provincial, Barcelona in the years leading up to the new century provided a stimulating environment for a young artist who was also in search of his own identity.

The beating heart of Modernista Barcelona was a brand-new tavern nestled within the narrow streets of the old city named Els 4 Gats (The 4 Cats). Launched on June 12, 1897, it was the brainchild of Rusiñol and Casas, along with two other friends from their Montmartre days, Miquel Utrillo and Pere Romeu (the proprietor). Housed in the Modernista Casa Martí, designed by Cadafalch—described in a contemporary review as a “mixture of archeology and modernismo . . . of love for the old and a passion for the new”—it served as the gathering place for writers and artists of the Catalan renaissance.
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Els 4 Gats was a novelty in Barcelona, but it was based on a famous Parisian prototype. Each member of the founding quartet was connected in some way with the Montmartre cabaret Le Chat Noir (The Black Cat), which, until the death of its founder, Rodolphe Salis, earlier that year, was the nerve center of the Parisian avant-garde. Founded in 1881 and located at 12 rue Laval (now one Victor-Massé) at the foot of the Butte Montmartre, Le Chat Noir institutionalized and commodified the love/hate relationship between bohemian artists (with charisma and no money) and the haute bourgeoisie (with plenty of money but no charm). Salis’ insight was that the apparently antithetical castes of high society and bohemia were as fascinated with each other as they were appalled, and that there was profit to be made by finding a spot where the two could mingle and check each other out, all in a spirit of good-natured jest.

But though it captured some of the dynamism of the original, Els 4 Gats always took itself more seriously than its Parisian counterpart. The Catalans were a more earnest bunch, less interested in pulling people’s legs than in using their tavern to promote a cultural Renaixença. As usual, Rusiñol served as spokesman:

This stopping place is an inn for the disillusioned [he wrote in announcements that were scattered across the city]; it is a corner full of warmth for those who long for home; it is a museum for those who look for illuminations for the soul; it is a tavern and stopping place for those who love the shadow of butterflies, and the essence of a cluster of grapes; it is a gothic beer hall for lovers of the North and an Andalusian patio for lovers of the South; it is a place to cure the ills of our century.
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