
 Jean Metzinger : CUBISM WAS BORN

Le Cubisme était Né, Présence, Chambéry, 1972; Hermann, Paris, 2012

Translated with notes by Peter Brooke. Downloaded from http://www.peterbrooke.org/form-and-history/texts/

Very little is known about these texts, when they were written and whether they were intended as part of a projected autobiography or as detached occasional pieces. They were supplied to the publisher Henri Viaud by Metzinger's widow, Suzanne Phocas.
Origin

I hated the town where I was born, that was the first thing I ever felt. I still hate it and I would refuse the most entertaining or the most profitable of journeys if it required me to stop even for just a few minutes at Nantes.

What was the reason for this aversion? As a child it was enough for me to feel it grow with every centimetre, with every gram that I gained in height and weight. Then it seemed that the local air wasn't suited to my lungs nor the ground to my feet. Finally I became capable of making judgments and it appeared before me in all its horror.

The people of Nantes were dedicated to the fabrication of preserved commodities, and they felt an affinity for their own productions. Sardines will decompose if only the tiniest hole appears in the side of the tin in which they are contained; the people of Nantes had decided not to open up to anything or anybody, and the result for all of them was that mental state that everyone quite rightly calls: black stupidity [le bêtise noir].

Without recognising it as such, they were conscious of it and it was for them a source of pride. They called it 'stubbornness' [force d'obstruction] and they saw it as a sacred trust, a heritage.

'So long as they don't give him any ideas', the father would say as he saw his son go off to school. The teachers, apart, perhaps, from those in arithmetic, suffered from doing nothing more than teaching parrots how to talk, but they knew that the least explanation about a homework in history, in literature, in philosophy, by awakening a young mind would unleash a host of troubles from the family.

The task of those teachers who belonged to the religious orders was very delicate. It is always difficult to reconcile the Gospel with the needs of the state and now to the needs of the state were added the needs of the sardines. A Jesuit father who, in front of his students, criticised the use of the army in a welders' strike was twice struck down by lightning - by the captains of industry and by his superiors. How could he have forgotten that the Sardine, ruined by a lack of solder, would draw after it in its ruin both the world and the Church.

The Black Stupidity kept foreigners out without distinction, whether they came from China or from the neighbouring Vendée; it was however ready to 'naturalise' those who had rendered exceptional service to its fish, so long as that service continued. Born by the banks of the Rhine, my paternal grandfather was considered as an authentic Nantian [Nantais]. As a law official [officier ministriel], he had had the good fortune to be able to bring to a successful conclusion some very complicated proceedings between the competing fish of Dieppe and Douarnenez, and, as his clients usually entrusted him with affairs of a rather dubious character, he had need of  plenty of cunning if he was to make them presentable. But his right to the possession of a mind of his own did not extend to his family. My father, who had shown signs of some literary talent in a regional paper, was viewed with suspicion, and my mother created a scandal with her piano. If it was all right to own such an instrument as a piece of furniture, and even to brush the length of the keyboard with hesitant finger, as other ladies did, it was intolerable to play it brilliantly and sometimes on a public stage: 'A mother with two children, coming from an old family, to receive applause, to play the mountebank!'

The less evil-minded of them thought she was mad.

But I chose places at random on the world map - Honolulu, Rio de Janeira, Helsingfors - and I said to myself: 'Wherever I go later I will be a Nantian'. And I looked in a mirror to make disgusted faces at my own image, repeating: 'Nantian, Nantian until you're dead, a dirty little Nantian!'

But I did not yet know anything about the beast, I was only ten; five years later, I found out.

*

It was my mother's older brother, my uncle Louis. A captain in the colonial infantry, he had come to recover from an illness contracted in Tonkin and he hoped to profit from this circumstance to exercise his prestige as a military man on the daughters of the sardine industry.

My mother, who had been widowed for two years, welcomed him with affection and was seized with admiration when he opened his suitcases. Out came embroideries, jewels, little statues; but ancient and modern, the rare and the commonplace all so thoroughly jumbled up that it made me think of the takings of an apprentice house burglar. Adding to all this his own medals and a rather questionable claim to be part of the aristocracy [son tortil discuté] he hoped that he had what it took to fascinate the best endowed of the turkey hens. None of that offended my taste for what was logical and I would have put up with the presence of this exhibitionist for quite a long time if he hadn't tried to tell us about his adventures. The massive destruction of the peoples of the Orient had no more interest for my brother and I than that of rats or fleas, and we were not sufficiently afraid of the Yellow Peril to swoon with admiration before the men who claimed to be fending it off.

Our indifference irritated the windbag. He suddenly announced that he was going to take charge of our education.

Then I looked at him, and recognised him. I had already seen him in a book on medicine in which his portrait adorned an article on microcephalic degeneracy.

The self-appointed [improvisé] pedagogue quickly applied to us his method. It consisted in making us learn by heart a list of taboos and a series of formulae so that we would know them and honour them. We had to stick to the letter, any interpretation merited a blow. I had my cheek flattened because I had put chiefs and subordinates on the same level, basing myself on the fact that the ones could not do without the others.

My mother would not have approved of her brother if brother was all he had been; unfortunately, he was her older brother. As a Nantian, she was obliged to believe that the first male foetus issuing from a couple whose relationship was consecrated embodied the spirit of the ancestors. She could not admit that Louis was an imbecile without insulting a whole plethora of the dead. To refuse what was obvious as a matter of duty she had to engage in an inner struggle which was soon extremely painful [fastidieuse]. Her suffering was particularly acute when my uncle talked in her presence about music. And it was music that saved us.

Barely tolerating the piano, the idiot insisted in seeing in the violin nothing but an accessory of beggars, and since my young brother had begun studying it he told him: "If I hear a single note I will break your fiddle [crincrin] over your head."

He heard and satisfied himself with crushing the thin wood under his heel, but he swore that if my brother were to replace this gypsy instrument then the fragile skull of the guilty one would suffer the same treatment.

I ran towards the weeping child: "You fool! you should be laughing! He's threatened to kill you, he's given us the right to kill him."

His revolver in his room, a big knife in the kitchen, the little bottle with a red label - all that seemed to us to be rather impractical. We turned to something less exotic: a simple piece of rope.

Some days later, taking advantage of the Easter holidays, we were standing each of us behind a tree on either side of a narrow and steeply descending road. Our uncle was going to pass before us on his bicycle. The rope, lying across the road, leapt up from the ground.

Still amazed at the somersault half an hour later we were sitting at table. "Your uncle is very late," my mother said, "its very surprising, he's always so precise." Her remark provoked such a complete atmosphere of indifference that she did not repeat it, and served dinner.

The garden gate opened for a soldier carrying the two halves of a bicycle. He also brought news. We listened: "Fractures, lower maxillary, left clavicle, knee-cap, concussion ..."

"With all that, do you think he's going to snuff it?" my brother whispered.

"If he doesn't snuff it, he'll have understood."

I was struck by a phrase of one of my teachers, talking about a play. "The psychology of it is wrong: a true hero never boasts; and this warrior who tells everyone about his wonderful deeds expresses, contrary to the author's intention, the mentality of a coward." That led me to think that my uncle would have been less willing to display his medals if each of them was associated in his mind with some great danger. He had perhaps killed a lot of people, but without running any risks.

As soon as he saw us from his bed in the hospital when we went with our mother I could see in his Nantian eye the flickering light of fear. And the chastened educationalist did not wait for the end of his recovery before he requested a change of garrison, and offered my brother another violin.

The intruder's departure did not fill me with joy. I experienced the sadness of the murderer who cannot bring his victim back to life. He would like to kill him again, to kill him every day. It was a piece of luck to have met, gathered together in a single individual, all those whom I had hated. I had lost that good fortune. Like great love, great hatred seeks after the Only One.

I sought refuge in my schoolbooks, among the flowers of Greek poetry, or the magical figures of geometry.

This science gave me a taste for the arts. It is Number that gives value to sounds and silences, lights and shadows, forms and spaces. Michelangelo and Bach seemed to me like divine mathematicians [calculateurs]. Already I felt that only mathematics enables works that can last. Whether as a result of patient study, or of a stormy [fulgurante] intuition, number alone can reduce all our diversities of feeling to the strict unity of a mass, a fresco, or a sculpted head.

The house was filled with the piano and violin. I turned towards the art of painting.

*

A great Paris master had begun giving lessons in the magnificent studio one of his mistresses, young wife of a man in the sardine trade, had built for him on the cours Cambronne. It was an arrangement that suited her since it spared her quite a long journey every time the itch became intolerable that only a walk along the skin of this celebrated beard could satisfy. For his part, the great decorated master [médaillé] of the Salon, least provincial of Parisians though he was, experienced no difficulty in renouncing the capital; he was sufficiently perceptive to have understood that the craft of the high society portraitist was soon going to disappear, while in one of the most backward of French towns it would continue at least as long as himself.

Already in large numbers, the feminine prosperities were pressing him to execute their image. Apart from the mark of taste and of wealth that the possession of such a 'frame' represented, they saw it as a means of obtaining Eternal Life, the certainty that they would always be a centre of unwaning light in the middle of their home.

This happy man, called Hippolyte Touront, was in no hurry to please them. He only accepted commissions when they corresponded - so he said - to his inspiration. In this way an atmosphere of mutual competition was developed among them which he was able to exploit. Some thought to arouse his genius by assuming on his sofas the pose of a cat in heat. He showed them to the door politely, preferring another kind, those who gave him to understand that they were willing to pay a handsome fee.

I was one of his pupils and quickly became the best of them. I achieved this distinction thanks to my memory, the only faculty that is necessary for academic art. It is a matter of remembering recipes, as many as those of Tante Marie and much more complicated. There are at least twenty recipes for painting eyes, as many for the nose, the hair, as many again for each variety of textile, of fur, of foliage, and there are recipes for how the recipes should be used.

As such, the painter's craft tempted me and, without giving up my secondary studies, I directed my thoughts away from the medical career on which they had for a while been concentrated. To my great surprise, Touront, even though he never stopped singing my praises to anyone who walked through the door, did not encourage me to think of it as a profession.

"You will have to forget everything you've learned so quickly. Cézanne is the way of the future."

"Cézanne's a pile of shit," a young Nantian proclaimed who, by our side, was painting some very Louis XV roses.

"Pile of shit or not, he's the one they're all going for [il a le pot]. According to a group of fashionable writers, he has discovered the Beauty that is alive, the one with a dirty arse and twisted mouth {gueule de travers]! Those who persist in showing clean buttocks and well-formed heads will die in the gutter. Fashion is powerful."

"Still", I said nervously [insinuai-je], "there are works that hold their own in spite of fashion and the times ..."

"How many?"

There were three pictures in the local museum, buried in the refuse of several ages, which could have answered him. He did not listen; only I had noticed them.

There was a big canvas which the official incompetence attributed to Murillo, a little landscape by Corot, and the portrait of a woman by Ingres. These three works gave me the secret of victory over time.

The first, in front of a plain wall, showed a musician dressed in grey and wearing red stockings. I felt that the power of this painting lay in the dimension given to the red. It was impossible for me to imagine its surface stretched further or reduced without destroying the canvas or at least reducing it to the level of those which no one would look at after twenty years.

Corot assured his own duration by a calculation of the division between great dark trees and little splashes of light.

To confer immortality on his model, Ingres reduced her almost to oblivion. His system of coloured curves drew me into his own personal cosmogony, very far removed from the pretty lady from Senones [sic - PB].
  

My conviction was justified: art, that which lasts, is based on mathematics.

Nearly conscious in someone like Michelangelo, or Paolo Uccello, quite intuitive in painters such as Ingres, or Corot, it works on the basis of numbers which belong to the painting itself, not to whatever it represents.

Touront didn't agree and refused to "wrack his brains". He quoted Carolus Duran to me, the object of his perpetual admiration - who knew of no measurements other than those which enable the arm to stretch out and set a vertical pencil wandering about the air of the schoolroom [promener dans l'air de l'école un crayon vertical].

My interest awakened, I ordered all the Parisian papers which gave any space to what was going on in the arts. I learned that Cézanne's success was not preventing the Neo-Impressionists from getting support. My knowledge of their technique was entirely literary. That was sufficient for it to agree, at least in the realm of colour, with my desire for order, for rigour, and I tried it out on a number of canvasses. They were a source of great merriment to Touront. I sent them to Paris and they were shown at the Salon des Indépendants (1903). Several picture dealers wrote to me and made proposals that were not at all inconsiderable. I accepted those of one of them.

But signs of a new form of hostility - mysterious airs, winks, concealed smirks - began to appear among my fellow pupils. The same indications in his own circle were noticed by my brother. They were signs of something that was known, of allusions understood by  everyone, which concerned ourselves and no-one else, but could not be expressed clearly in our presence. Our mother noticed nothing and could never have noticed anything. Coming from an exclusively Nantian family, she thought it natural that people should express themselves with equivocal remarks and hidden meanings. In her world, the most everyday cliché demanded a twisting, snakelike circumlocution, interspersed with dotted lines.

*

Each day it seemed new heads were being gained by this spirit of collusion. I wondered if something dreadful hadn't happened in our house, known to everyone except my brother and myself.

If my father had not died simply of an influenza-based pneumonia, if my grandfather had not fallen down dead in the street after learning that his adversary in a lawsuit of a personal nature was insolvent, I would have supposed that someone else close to me was suspected of having poisoned them.

I talked to Touront about it and he promised to solve the riddle.

Some days later he summoned me in great high spirits:

"Your fellow townspeople are even more pig-ignorant than you thought they were. They are saying your parents used to have unnatural sexual tastes. Its ridiculous! I know your mother."

I burst out laughing. My mother! the thought of her lowering her lofty profile into the intimacy of one of the bigots she was surrounded with was absurdly comical, and the little I knew about my father gave me no grounds for attributing to him the character of a giton.
 

But when I was alone and had recovered from my mirth I realised that I knew nothing about my parents. In front of their child a man and a woman behave as if they were in front of a photographer; they assume poses and keep their faces straight [se font une visage]. It is only through the keyhole that they can be seen as they really are. It was in vain that I crushed my eyelid up against the door every time my mother was alone with a friend, and the maid, who had long been practising this means of keeping herself informed, admitted to me that never had she seen anything of any interest.

It wasn't the old proverb that encouraged me to look for the fire that lay behind this sodomite and lesbian smoke; it was the absence of imagination among the Nantians. I judged them incapable of inventing even a malicious slander. It was not difficult to find the source, or rather the spark, at the beginning of it all. The homosexuals made up a sort of fraternity and, though there were a great many of them, each member knew all there was to be known about each of the others.

I went to a cafe in the place Groslin. An old lawyer, a friend of my family, went there every day trying to forget an unfaithful gunner. I had shown sufficient sympathy for his emotional distress to feel able to ask if he could relieve me of an annoying lack of certainty.

It was with an obvious pleasure that he gave me what I wanted. He told me that my father, at the moment when he left college, had been taken with a lively friendship for a boy of his own age. Nothing that he did or said would have given anyone any reason to doubt the innocence of this feeling, that was clearly reciprocated, if the young man had been a Nantian. Unfortunately, he was Egyptian and on the banks of the Loire it was assumed that those who live on the banks of the Nile necessarily have all the vices. The two friends were surrounded by scandal.

To put a stop to it my grandfather, fearing that his legal adversaries might use it as a weapon against himself, gave his son an ultimatum: either leave quickly for America or immediately get married. My father turned to Eugenie, the girl next door and a childhood friend, the daughter of a high-grade military officer and of his pious wife.

At the word 'marriage', she recoiled with horror, which she explained as follows:

The previous evening she had been indulging in her daily walk in the wood which surrounded her residence, walking slowly, buried in a novel by Mme Zenaïde Fleuriot, when she was surprised by the sound of whispering coming from a thicket.

The wood was private. Apart from Eugenie and her family, only an old lady who owned the adjacent property had access to it. What should she be doing in this place? Who was with her?

The young girl remembered that this honourable personage was to have invited her son and daughter-in-law. So as to introduce herself, she gently parted the branches and thought she was the victim of a hallucination. On the young man stretched out on the ground the young woman was engaged in an intimate act of kissing of an audacity that went beyond the possible.

Eugenie did not go back to her book. After long reflection, she had understood that this was an expression of love and in her thoughts she substituted all the couples she knew for the couple in the thicket. She applied this attitude to the severe elegance of her mother and the great dignity of her father. She tried to find it very funny but she wanted to cry. These contradictory attitudes were reconciled through the collapse of certain symbols [un effondrement symbolique]. Veil, crown, medal were strewn about the ground with the debris of the wedding altar.

The sharing of this confidence amused my father and he thought he could take advantage of it. He declared that she had surprised two perverts, two people who were sick, were victims of a vulgar literature and its words; and he told the young girl about his own idea of marriage [and how they could?] fly
  towards mystical heights where two beings would melt the one into the other to grow in wisdom, multiplying spiritual goods.

Three months later they were married.

Unfortunately, my father had continued to go about with the young man of the copper face; and his wife - this was really too much! - seemed to prefer to the conjugal support, the flexible arm of a girlfriend!

Eugenie's father, across a whirlwind of steel fired from one of the panoplies [un tourbillon d'acier tiré d'une des panoplies], swore that he would massacre the couple with their unfrench ways of carrying on, but the law official ensured the adoption of a more peaceful solution. Confident that all mouths would be shut if his daughter-in-law's womb were to be legally enlarged, he ordered the newly weds to reproduce themselves before the year had passed, failing which he would cut them off and, personally, pass everything he owned on to his daughter.

The two 'perverts' agreed that the procreative act had become a matter of urgency, and nine months later I was born.

The old pederast fell silent. I exclaimed:

"How is it that this story comes out now, when it goes back to before I was born and should have been forgotten the moment I appeared?"

"Forgotten! In Nantes, nothing that could ever do anyone any harm is forgotten, it is preserved, they wait for an opportunity and you gave it to them ... those few lines of praise on your paintings in a Paris newspaper."

They had turned me into the child of a nancy and a dyke.

That wasn't going to alter my filial affections, but it was enough to make me leave the land of Black Stupidity and never to return.

MONTMARTRE

It is a good thing that this hill was celebrated by poets prior to the invention of tourism; we would never have been able to imagine what a free and charming place it was now that caravans full of imbeciles are getting it mixed up with [l'assimilent à] the Eiffel Tower or the tomb of a certain Corsican.

It is surely to these visitors and to all those who, before they can walk or think, have to keep their noses stuck to the buttocks of a guide, that the words merde engraved so many times, prophetically, in the old stones of the rue des Saules or the rue Ravignan was addressed.

I always felt the same pleasure crossing these streets every time I went from my little studio situated in the haut Lamarck to the old Bld Rochechouart to visit père Thomas, the old dealer who was interested in my paintings.

The picture business was already divided: on the one side the 'young' and on the other those who were 'known' [les 'signatures'].

Whatever became of the fifteen or twenty young painters whose canvasses were bought regularly by the père Thomas. Only one of their names has remained in my memory, that of Albert Marquet, who did not seem at the time to have anything very special about him.

A few hundred yards further on, rue Victor-Massé, Mlle Berthe Weil was more successful. She had brought together in her tiny gallery Picasso and Raoul Dufy who, in 1904, against the background of a lot of very uncertain artistic prospects, stood out clearly.

Berthe Weil! What a remarkable person she was, this ageless girl. A little piece of painted canvas was for her a substitute for all the graces, all the comforts, all the love and all the powers of the world. She never left her shop; that was where she took her meals, made up of fruits, raw in the Summer, cooked on the oven in the winter. She slept there, people said, in a cupboard. A girl who was madly in love with painting, she never spoke about it or, if she did, it was in the most laconic manner: "So-and-so exists; another, no." It was definitive - and she was rarely wrong.

Thomas fell ill and was going to give up his business, so I had to show some of my paintings to Berthe Weil. She put them against the wall, on the ground. Her little face was hardened by a supreme act of concentration. She stepped forward, stepped back, moved to the left, to the right. Several minutes had passed when she said to me simply: "All right."

I was a member of the family.

*

It was at her place that I met a character whose appearance had struck me several days earlier. Dressed in an immaculate overcoat around eight o'clock in the morning, he was walking down the rue Ravignan, hailing with great sweeping movements of a dazzling top hat the housewives who were taking revenge for their sorrows by furiously whipping the corpses of their carpets. In the cloud with which he was surrounded, I noted that a ceremonial pearl grey trouser leg fell upon slippers of a delicate pink, decorated with tiny embroidered blue flowers.

Max Jacob must have noticed the effort I was making not to direct my attention to his pedestrian embellishment for he immediately started to talk about it.

These slippers, given to him by his concierge, performed a useful role with regard to part of the 'system of his life'. I smiled, and he thought he had to explain further.

To make a living he practised fortune telling with cards and, when required, other sciences based on conjecture; but he was determined to exercise them honestly. One of the principles of honesty is not to present to the other as true what one knows to be false. By virtue of his work he had come to discover a truth in all popular superstitions, in the most improbable, even the most ridiculous beliefs. By getting himself into a state of complete intellectual confusion [en se mystifiant lui-même], he ceased to be an impostor and thus achieved that tranquillity in his conscience that was, for him, the greatest good. A little while later I learned that this tranquillity was not incompatible with certain acts that the morality of our time still disapproves. I went back to where I was living and he accompanied me. After having dazzled me with some judgments on contemporary painting and poetry of an astonishing lucidity, he began to show me a degree of affection which made me nervous. He took my arm, my hand, and caressed it while asking me about my love life. I had to invent a girl friend and make use of her in order to bring about a separation. He did not hold it against me. Perhaps he was even grateful to me that I had not taken advantage of him by adopting an equivocal attitude [de n'avoir point joué sur l'équivoque] so that for many long years we remained on the friendliest terms.

APOLLINAIRE

One evening in the winter of 1907, the dark and cramped room where Max Jacob lived in a courtyard seemed to me to have been transformed when it received the visit of a real magician. At his word, the white rocks of Monaco would appear on the blue background of the walls. Guillaume de Kostrowitzky - who was already writing under the name Guillaume Apollinaire - was exchanging memories of Monaco with Louis de Gonzague Frick.

On every occasion when people meet there are always sinister beings obsessed with ideas of race, of nation, of origin.

"You studied at Monaco but that is not at all where you were born?" he was asked.

"I'm sorry", the future author of Alcools replied, smiling: "I haven't yet chosen the country where I was born and I don't intend to choose it before I have undergone several years of meditation. I will tell you only that my father was a chamberlain to His Holiness the Pope."

That put a stop to any indiscretion and if ill-willed persons set traps for the newcomer they did so at their own expense. With a subtlety worthy of the Vatican, the poet slipped through the finest nets. His literary and artistic culture seemed to be without limits and I can affirm that so far as painting was concerned, despite its breadth it was not superficial. Talking about Picasso, he praised him for alternating strong forms and weak forms. In this way he displayed his knowledge of the Gestalttheorie which had just arisen in Germany and which I knew about by chance. Imagine that fifty years later most painters in France know nothing about it and a hundred times a day they pronounce the word 'form' without ever having wondered what it might mean.

A lively friendship was established between us and he proved it by defending my painting  at the risk of receiving abuse from other art critics as well as from the readers of the big daily papers that were open to his prose, to his shining countenance, to his aureole like the sun.

*

Apollinaire at that time was living on the rue Henner and in the evening he liked to climb up to the place du Tertre, coming to take a turn about the Acropolis.

It is sometimes very pleasant to be able physically to dominate a capital city, even if it is only by fifty metres. The poet was convinced that by the fact of living lower than himself, Parisians in their thousands, in their tens of thousands, would be compelled to submit to his poetry. And, just as they came to hand, he flung down upon them romantic boulders, an avalanche of pebbles, stars torn out of their orbits. Max Jacob shared his exaltation, at least when he wasn't trembling at the sight of the basilica and didn't declare himself overwhelmed under the weight of his latest sin.

Often we were joined by Maurice Princet. Although very young, he held an important post in an insurance company which he owed to his knowledge of mathematics. But outside his profession it was as an artist that he thought of mathematics, as a specialist in aesthetics that he evoked continuities in n dimensions. He liked to interest painters in the new visions of space that had been opened up by Victor Schlegel and several others. He succeeded. After having heard him by chance, Henri Matisse was caught reading an essay on hyperspace. Oh! it was only a potboiler [un ouvrage de vulgarisation]! but at least that shows that for the great 'fauve' the days of the painter who knows nothing, who runs towards a pretty subject with his beard blowing in the wind, was passed.

As for Picasso, the specialist was amazed by the rapidity of his understanding. The tradition he came from had prepared him better than ours for a problem to do with structure. And Berthe Weil was right when she treated those who compared him/confused him with, a Steinlen or a Lautrec as idiots.
  He had already rejected them in their own century, a century we had no intention of prolonging. Whether or not the Universe was endowed with another dimension, art was going to move into a different field.

The illusion had been maintained up to 1906 or 1907 through the negligence of those whose job it was to clear away the rubbish, but the break was achieved in 1908. No-one would again dare to look at a Puvis de Chavannes or read Balzac. No-one, I mean, among those who walked above the Moulin Rouge, which they would never even have thought of entering.

*

It was at Max Jacob's that I met Guillaume Apollinaire. To that sort of cellar, where the author of the Cornet à dès invited his friends every Monday in the rue Ravignan, the new visitor brought something of the warm clarity of the Côte d'Azur. I was quickly entranced by the smiling certainty with which he approached every subject and which, as I discovered later, concealed a character that was restless to the point of nervous tension.

Our relations quickly became friendly. I have difficulty turning it into anecdotes since Apollinaire's life was anything but anecdotal. If he had adventures, sometimes very awkward ones, they certainly hadn't been provoked by him. Guillaume was prudent and puritanical. This 'fantasist' never missed a rendezvous without presenting his apologies in good time like a well brought up member of the bourgeoisie. He never tried to give himself 'artistic' airs by forgetting his tie, or his brief case, he didn't look for inspiration in strange bars or brothels and was perfectly happy to spend his time at home working.

Yes, his conversation was an enchantment. Already his most everyday remarks would reveal the faculty that makes up the essence of his poetry and out of which his imitators were, subsequently, to devise a system. Wanting to compare one object to another, he always chose quite naturally those characteristics that were most different, most distant. The resulting effect of surprise was never irritating because the connection between the two was always felt. One has never to have known the author of Alcools, or to have understood him badly, to think it took an effort on his part to write 'these waves of bricks' or when he compares the moon surrounded by clouds to an egg, sunny side up on a plate.

He never talked about the subconscious, but he was himself unconscious of his own discoveries to the extent that he gave his admiration to writers who were never able to boast of an original metaphor. Did he not confide in me that he preferred Moréas to Rimbaud? Did we not squabble a hundred times over Fernand Fleuret in whom I could never see anything other than a bookish versifier? It is there, in his naivete, that I see the proof of his sincerity; that is why I could never bear that he should be called an artificial poet. His poetry was only the clarification [mise au point] of everything that he lived in the words he used, no matter how spontaneous they were.

He was interested in my painting and made use of all his talent to defend it in the reviews and even - and this required courage - in a daily paper for which he had started to write. I undertook to do his portrait.
  A mutual friend would have wanted him posed dressed in purple and crowned with roses. I liked the idea because of the play of colours this charade [travestissement] would have permitted; the subject protested - he did not want to look like an itinerant emperor [empereur forain]. I had to make do with a sober grey suit.

We often met in the little restaurants of Montmartre where we would have passed unnoticed had it not been for the presence of Max Jacob who, adorning his head with a top hat and his feet with pink slippers, obliged us to dine under a hail of ribald remarks. As he replied in a lively fashion we often came close to a fight: at that point, we had to make way for Apollinaire's verbal dexterity which calmed things down more surely than the fists of the Auvergnat patron or the appearance of uniforms would have done. I never, whether in these restaurants or at his own table, saw any sign of the gastronomic eccentricities which legend has ascribed to Guillaume Apollinaire. I do not think that would ever have taken pleasure in a mixture of chocolate cream and mustard, as I was assured recently by a young literary person; I do remember a strange supper he offered Max Jacob and myself in his new apartment in Auteuil. This supper consisted uniquely of raw apples and cognac. For fear of committing the sin of intemperance, Max Jacob hardly drank at all and ate fourteen rainettes; two were enough for me but, by contrast, I overdid the cognac. We left about three o'clock in the morning. From our first steps in the open air, the place Clichy seemed to us to be beyond our reach. Max held his stomach and I was unable to hold anything, especially in a vertical position. Scorned by the cabdrivers, we collapsed on a bench in the quai de Grenelle. It was one of those benches made up of two planks separated by a back rest. My companion flat on his stomach on one of them groaned horribly. I, lying on the other, advised him to offer up his suffering to the Lord. Our memories became dim and we never knew by what supernatural power we were driven right to that terrace on the rue Damrémont where, a few hours later, we were discussing the lovely poem:

Sirènes j'ai rampé vers vos

Grottes, tiriez aux mers la langue ...
The first reading of which easily made up for the absence of any chicken in jelly or pâté de foie gras.
 

*

I often met a young cartoonist, a compatriot of Picasso's, who signed some very sharp drawings in the Assiette au Buerre under the name Juan Gris.

We would shake hands when we passed each other and sometimes exchanged a few words and one day he stopped me to say that he was worried. He had been to see Max Jacob and he had found him in an unusual, alarming state. He pressed me to go there.

I pushed open the door, which was only ever closed when he was making love, and the master of the house greeted me in his shirt sleeves [en chemise], transfigured.

Pointing out to me the points of light that can be found on the humblest objects in glass, in china, in metal, he said:

"Do you see those stars?"

And on my indicating agreement he cried:

"Ah. You. You see them! Juan Gris who has just left didn't see them, he didn't want to see them. Well! Then its with you that I shall share my secret.

"You know that for the past few days there has been a series of inexplicable noises in my room. The simple souls say they are due to disturbances in the waterpipes. I usually listen to the simple souls but for once they were wrong. The pipes haven't received the gift of language ... but these noises were words. I heard: 'Wait! wait! He will come, He is coming!' It isn't that my hearing is sharper than that of the concierge or that of the good fellow from the Auvergne, my neighbour on the left who every day puts aside for me in friendship a portion of the chipped potatoes that he dispenses throughout the world - it is that my hearing is better than theirs at making out the form of words. This morning the language of the waterpipes was so clear that I had no more doubt. Angels were using them to speak to me. I was lying stretched out on my bed with my eyes closed when they cried: 'He is here'. I jumped out of my bed to fall again upon my knees. He was standing just where you are, Metzinger! In a very gentle voice He said to me: "You did not recognise Me because they always show Me with My cross. I had to leave it in the courtyard. It is too big for your room and your latest sins have made it even heavier. Sort yourself out, you little creep.' I was overcome with a sadness I could not bear and which He certainly felt since He put His hand on my forehead. At that moment Juan Gris came in - who did not see the stars. You, you see them: two on the washbasin, one on the water-jug and others over there, others everywhere."

"The heavens have come into your room. You must be very happy."

Juan Gris was waiting for me on the terrace of the 'Ami Emile'. I relieved him of his anxiety. I showed him that a perfect state of mental health can live together with a belief even if that belief does not seem to us to be very well founded; all it needs is that it should be necessary to an organisation, and that was indeed the case.

His quick intelligence accepted this all the more readily because he had himself just begun to rebuild his life on the basis of a belief. He wanted to paint, and he believed in the painting he was going to do, he believed in it so strongly that, penniless as he was, he had just broken with the papers that enabled him to live in order to devote himself to it entirely. Montmartre was the citadel [colline] of faith.

*

The growing fame of Apollinaire and of Picasso was beginning to attract to Montmartre a certain number of those individuals who sometimes, without themselves deriving any benefit, for the mere sake of seeming to be well-informed, hang around new talent. They claim to be able to understand and to define it much more clearly than the poet or painter himself, and they don't fall short of claiming that they themselves have inspired them. Picasso had no difficulty in putting up with them. To the proverb which advises us not to disagree with madmen he would add "or idiots".

I know that the idiocies he heard or read for fifty years, whether they were to do with himself or with his painting, never directly affected either the one or the other; but an idiocy that lasts becomes a truth, so strong that one no longer dares to bring it into dispute.

That is why Gleizes and I, when we wrote Du "Cubisme", gave way to the general opinion and allowed Cézanne to be put at the origin of this painting, In fact, Cézanne's art is quite the opposite.

Apollinaire himself sometimes got very angry. I remember a gathering in a café, bld de Clichy, where two young literary critics were insisting that he was a disciple of Rimbaud's.

They tortured the vocabulary and syntax of the two poets to try to give a shadow of verisimilitude to this idiocy.

Exasperated, Guillaume, under a false pretext slipped into his ear, unleashed against them the violence of a herculean young actor who was one of our friends. The two bores were shown the way to the nearest pharmacy.

Unfortunately, their conqueror got into difficulties over it and never forgave the instigator of the fight for having lied to him.

[.....]

*

Picasso was right. Nothing is more natural than that an artist should be opposed to any material transformation of his work; but let him not think that, when it is seen by a hundred persons, he can prevent it from being a hundred times different. As for truth and error, only simpletons or pedants can attach any importance to it. Art belongs to the domain of the unreal and it is only when people try to make a reality of it that it falls apart.

However, I hardly had any interest left in the Neo-Impressionists, and it was not for his manner of dividing his tones that I continued to enjoy the talent of Seurat. To want, through the optical mix, to struggle with the light of day is as childish as painting cherries in such a way as to fool the birds. They aren't fooled for very long and the painter of olden times who indulged himself in this sort of game was only launching the business of papier-mâché fruit and sweety cigarettes. I know most people don't look for anything else in a picture; and  that the ability to take delight in painting, putting aside everything other than the pure effect of colours and forms, remains the privilege of a very small number.

I wanted an art that was faithful to itself [loyal] and would have nothing to do with the business of creating illusions. I dreamed of painting glasses from which no-one would ever think of drinking, beaches that would be quite unsuitable for bathing, nudes who would be definitively chaste. I wanted an art which in the first place would appear as a representation of the impossible.

It should be said that such an art would be neither more false nor more true than classical art. I have before me a reproduction of David's Rape of the Sabines. What could be more of a lie, more crudely erroneous than those girls whose hair is in such careful disarray, and those warriors who prepare to throw or to receive a javelin that will never leave the painted canvas. There is in all that nothing but a purely manual virtuosity in the service of the most gross sort of illusionistic trickery. And what I am saying about the Sabines applies to hundreds, to thousands of famous paintings.

ALBERT GLEIZES

I had hung some paintings on the hooks [serres] of the Cours-la-Reine
  in which was expressed very clearly the anxiety not to alter the plane surface of the wall.

It was so far removed from what interested the common run of painters that I did not expect my efforts to be understood or even remarked. I already knew that to be appreciated by one's peers, one had to regulate one's star according to theirs and to hang back by at least half a century. Those who noticed my paintings indicated by a light shaking of the head that they were to be classed among those odd productions that the Salon des Artistes Indépendants accepted with irritation and for the sole reason that the statutes of the Society prevented them from refusing them.

So this young fellow-painter surprised me joyously with his spontaneous enthusiasm.

Albert Gleizes did not know Montmartre,
 had never seen anything of Picasso or Juan Gris, never heard Maurice Princet construct an infinite number of different spaces for the use of painters, but he described to me the absurdity of the museums in which mournful, extravagantly three dimensional crowds threaten to crush the visitor by jumping out of their frames.

"What madman, or what clever-dick with the instincts of a counterfeiter was the first to paint a sphere in trompe l'oeil on a surface that is vertical and rigorously flat! And that's what they teach at the Beaux-Arts! How could such idiocies ever have survived the verdict of Pascal?"
 

That was how, in 1906,
 Albert Gleizes was feeling his way towards Cubism and condemned in advance those who never saw anything in it other than a shibboleth [mot d'ordre]. It was still nothing more than a need he felt, the need not for an intellectual art but for an art that would be something other than a systematic absurdity. Quite clearly nature and the painting make up two different worlds which have nothing in common, and what is quite in its place in the one cannot also be in its place in the other.

The excuse that the painters were documenting reality was becoming ridiculous. Photographers and film makers went far beyond them. Already it could be said that a good portrait led one to think about the painter not the model.

Gleizes knew all that, which was dangerous to say at the time; he proclaimed it out loud in that place where the whole artistic population of the time was gathered together.

Some days later, in his house in Courbevoie, he showed me what he had renounced to follow his new ideas.

They were excellent landscapes in that post-impressionist style which would later suffice the most mediocre painters for the enjoyment of many happy years. There were those portraits and compositions in which particularly marked square and rectangular planes showed the influence of Cézanne.

Gleizes was only trying to reduce the curvature of natural volumes to adapt them more naturally and rigorously to the surface of the painting, a surface which he believed to be continuous with the wall and, for all practical purposes, with no curvature at all.

This painting, which was to be taken up by La Fresnaye and some others, remained faithful to all the classical and realistic conventions that were going. Gleizes could not have stayed there for very long. 

He revealed to me his latest works, those that assure his existence in time [qui l'assurent dans le temps].

The canvas on its wooden stretcher before the first stroke of the brush; the frame which was to isolate it and to justify the more or less thick and diversified coloured coating it would receive, these were the elements that would enable Gleizes to fulfil himself. They are, moreover, the only real things the painter meets while exercising his art. It was enough for him [Gleizes] to practise on the rectangle he had before him several very simple operations in elementary geometry to enable a rhythm, a poetic means of expression, to appear.
  Such a method obliged its inventor to seize the idea of the picture, something he could not have done without such help [une telle méthode obligeait son inventeur à saisir l'idée d'un tableau ce qu'il n'aurait pu sans secours]. In fact, he enjoyed, or suffered from, a spiritual abundance that left him with no choice in the matter. Of course it could only work for him alone. I didn't like to tell him. Already his religious generosity was leading him towards proselytism. He dreamed of forming pupils ...

I had measured the difference that separated art prior to 1900 from the art which I felt was being born. I knew that all instruction was at an end. 
 The age of personal expression had finally begun. The value of an artist was no longer to be judged by the finish of his execution, or by the analogies his work suggested with such-and-such an archetype. It would be judged – exclusively – by what distinguished this artist from all the others. The age of the master and pupil was finally over; I could see about me only a handful of creators and whole colonies of monkeys. But I could not ask Gleizes to see it that way. Happily, nothing of his social or mystical opinions remained when he was engaged in the work of painting. The work of reconciling an oval and a lozenge, a yellow and a blue, prevailed and saved him.

We often walked along the avenue with a military name that separated Courbevoie from Puteaux. Gleizes brought me to the Duchamp-Villon brothers. In that peaceful garden and that home with a smiling welcome appeared, some years before the sinister date of 1914, those forms which fifty years later people still dare to present as being new! 

We often went back there and soon we were passing our Sunday afternoons, not trying to come to agreement over the new aesthetics, but playing at football or at archery.

Only very rarely did the sculptor Raymond Duchamp-Villon show us his works in which, already, previously unknown ways of working on stone for the purpose of expression were beginning to appear. Some years later, death, alas, would prevent him from developing them and deriving from them the success he deserved. Yes, painting has to give up its habit of behaving like a counterfeiter! Photographers and film makers give the crowd the sort of documentary reality they want and they do not, if they have any sense, inflict on them those artistic pretensions which usually only have the effect of annoying them.

Let the image become what it is: something in itself perfectly useless but suitable for the diversion of a small number of people of a peculiar disposition, and even capable of giving them a very profound joy.

For the image possesses qualities which, under certain circumstances, can make it much more interesting than the object which inspired it. The portrait of a commonplace person can astound us with an air of distinction, reminding us that the best portrait is that which resembles the painter, not the model.

The image may be inexact, vaguely allusive, poetic, but, insofar as it makes up a painting, it corresponds to that condition the forgetting of which led to the decline of classical painting [les classiques]

That condition is to be a surface. It was respected up to the fifteenth century by all those who had been enlightened by the East; it was violated in Europe from the beginning of the Renaissance.
 

Exaggerating reliefs and depths, the painters struggled to create an absurd, theatrical space in which two sides of a pathway would come together and prevent the traveller from going any further; the circular opening of a vase was reduced to a simple straight line; and a blessing was given to all the imperfections of our visual mechanism, all with the infantile aim of adding a supplementary dimension to what, since the time of the original Chaos, only possesses two.

We could not think of going back to the symbolic measures of the ancients and the primitives. Such cheap magician's tricks did not appeal to us.

Whether it is Juan Gris taking objects apart, Picasso replacing them with objects of his own invention, or another who replaces conical perspective by a system based on the relations between perpendiculars, all that only goes to show that Cubism was not at all born out of an authoritative theory [mot d'ordre]; that it only marked among a few painters the will to be finished with an art that never ought to have survived the condemnation pronounced upon it by Pascal.
 

We had noticed that a painting of the 'Fauve' school placed beside a classical painting turns it into a sort of coloured drawing. Personally, that didn't surprise me in the slightest. I knew that colour and form belong to two different worlds and considered that the Fauves were right not to bind them together as tightly as the classical painters did. I paint first, then I do my drawing, Raoul Dufy told me when I passed my impressions on to him. This entirely intuitive dissociation foreshadowed, more perhaps than Cézanne or black African art, not just Cubism but all the painting that followed afterward. 

In fact it is a stupidity, Maurice Princet told me in the presence of Juan Gris, to claim to be able to bring together in a single system of relations, colour, which is a sensation that only needs to be received, and form which is an organisation that has to be understood;
  and, introducing us to the non-Euclidean geometries, he urged us to create a geometry for painters.

We could not do it in the way he meant. But from the rue Lamarck to the rue Ravignan, the attempt [prétention] to imitate an orb on a vertical plane, or to indicate by a horizontal straight line the circular hole of a vase placed at the height of the eyes was considered as the artifice of an illusionistic trickery that belonged to another age.

Cubism was born.

� Ingres: Portrait de Mme Senonnes, 1814, Musée de Beaux Arts de Nantes 


�   'Giton' is the effeminate boy who is loved by the main characters of Petronius' The Satyricon.


�   The sentence appears to be deficient.


�   Note that in Modern Painting (above), an essay that can be read as a critique of Metzinger, Gleizes accuses Picasso of running after Lautrec and the artists of his generation.


�   Apollinaire: Chroniques d'Art gives no mention of Metzinger prior to the portrait, exhibited at the Salon des Indépendants in 1910. Metzinger's contributions to this Salon are praised halfheartedly; the contributions to the 1910 Salon d'Automne are savaged. It is only after the Salon des Indépendants of 1911 that Apollinaire could be said to support him.


�   Lul de Faltenin in Alcools, dedicated, as it happens, to Louis de Gonzague Frick.


�   The Salon des Indépendants. I assume he must be referring to the Salon des Indépendants of 1910 though Gleizes in his Souvenirs says it was only in the Salon d'Automne of 1910 that he noticed Metzinger.


�   Gleizes was born in Montmartre. He went to school there and worked as an apprentice in his father's workshop which was also in Montmartre, but this. of course, was a very different Montmartre from the one Metzinger knew.


�    Metzinger, or Gleizes,  may have in mind Pascal's judgment: 'What vanity painting is which invites us to admire the resemblance of things we would not admire in the originals' or, more relevant to the specific point about perspective:  'So with pictures seen from too far or too near; there is but one indivisible point which is the true place where from to look at them: the rest are too near, too far, too high or too low. Perspective determines that point in the art of painting. But who shall determine it in truth and morality?'


�   sic! This is almost certainly a mistake in the typing. Robbins suggests it is a mistake for 1909, I would suggest 1910.


�   Metzinger seems here to be describing Gleizes' method of 'translation and rotation', which he developed - and taught - in the 1920s.


�  Metzinger is being a little bit cheeky here. Gleizes never set up formally as a teacher. Metzinger on the other hand taught during the pre-war period in the Académie de la Palette (where through his pupil Liubov Popova he was to have a considerable influence on the thinking of the Russian avant garde) and in the Académie Arenius and � HYPERLINK "https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Acad%C3%A9mie_de_la_Grande_Chaumi%C3%A8re" ��Académie de la Grande Chaumière�. In 1950 he took up a teaching role in the Académie Frochot. See the excellent entry on Metzinger in Wikipedia. 


�   The syntax is a little obscure. 'Cette condition, c'est d'etre une surface respectée jusqu'au XVe siècle par tous ceux qu'avaient éclairés l'Orient, elle fut violée en Europe, dès le début de la Renaissance.'


�  See fn (9) above


�   'C'est en effet une sottise me déclarait Maurice Princet devant Juan Gris, que de prétendre réunir en un seul système de relations la couleur qui est une sensation et la forme qui est une organisation que vous n'avez qu'a recevoir et que vous devez comprendre ...' Note that Du "Cubisme" says the opposite. After considering colour and form separately, it declares them to be in fact inseparable.
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