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Between 1920 and his death in 1953, there is a marvellous logic to the development of Gleizes' painting. Despite the great difference that separates the sometimes awkward and apparently simplistic experimental works of the early 1920s from the radiant, masterly 'figures lumière' of the 1930s, 'Supports de Contemplation' of the 1940s and 'Arabesques' of the last years, they all represent different stages in the working out of a common idea, the set of principles first announced in La Peinture et ses Lois, written in 1922.

A similar process of logical development, from austere, simple beginnings to immense freedom and complexity, can be seen in the short period of Gleizes' early Cubism, from the simplified landscapes of 1908/9 to the immense and endlessly satisfying Dépiquage des Moissons of 1912 or, if it can be judged from the surviving photograph, La Ville et le Fleuve of 1913. In three years we see a steady accumulation of means which is almost as impressive as that of the thirty years between 1920 and 1950.

It is, however, more difficult to trace the logic that is at work in the period 1914-1919 – the period which sees Gleizes in the military garrison of Toul at the beginning of the war, in New York in September 1915, in Barcelona between May and December 1916, New York again from 1917 to 1918, and back in Paris in 1919.

Not that this period is lacking in very fine paintings; nor that Gleizes has left no written texts that can help us to understand his thought. Quite the contrary. This is the first period for which an important archive of written material exists. 

Despite his reputation as a 'theorist' of Cubism there are very few texts written before, say, 1915. For the 'Cubist epoch', we only have three or four articles and a book written in collaboration with another painter. This is not much for a man who first came to public notice as part of an artistic community – the 'Abbaye de Créteil' – which consisted mainly of writers. Perhaps other pieces written by him have been lost but what is certain is that, at the age of 35 when he left France for New York, very little had been published. Gleizes is regarded by many who know little about him as a painter more interested in writing than in painting; but it was only in his forties, with twenty years painting experience behind him, that he began to publish on a large scale.

The New York writings themselves remain, almost in their entirety, unpublished.
 They can be divided into three categories:

– a sequence of prose poems brought together under the title Le Cavalier du dimanche [Sunday's horseman].

– poems in free verse brought together under the title La Tortue emballée [The Runaway tortoise] 

– an attempt to understand the major developments in the intellectual life of his time – L'Art dans l'évolution générale, his most ambitious piece of writing in terms of its length, after the great La Forme et l'histoire (1932).

These three works, however, even L'Art dans l'évolution générale, do not have much to say about painting, or about the need to recover the principles of pictorial construction, the themes that will dominate his later writings. Which could be taken as evidence to support the view of those critics who are usually hostile to Gleizes but who see this period as a brief moment in which he was freed from his obsession from theory and able to surrender almost naively to the many delights of modern life and of the city of New York.
 

I would like to propose three hypotheses to try to account for this period which seems to stand apart from the rest of his career – three hypotheses which are mutually contradictory but each of which contains, I am quite sure, some elements of the truth:

1 (thesis): Gleizes is simply disorientated and does not know where he is going.

2 (antithesis): On the contrary, despite the emotional shock of his encounter with New York, Gleizes is simply enjoying his mastery of the extraordinary means he has developed during the Cubist period.

3 (synthesis): Far from being a period in which no significant development occurs, it is a period of radical evolution, immensely important for the development of his later work. It sees a complete change in orientation from the 'subject' (the appearances of the world as experienced by the senses) to the 'object' (the objective laws which determine the relation between the flat surface of the painting and the consciousness, the whole person, who is looking at it).

The starting point for these three hypotheses is Gleizes' achievement at the high point of Cubism between 1912 and 1913, especially the Dépiquage des Moissons [Harvest threshing]. It is probably with this work in mind that Apollinaire used the word 'majesty' to characterise the work of Albert Gleizes.
 It is a painting that, like the later Supports de Contemplation, can be looked at for hours on end, not as an intellectual puzzle (it really does not matter what all the different figurative elements in the painting signify) but as a simple, endless, interweaving movement that could be called 'ocular' (because it corresponds to the nature of the eye) or 'spiritual' (because it corresponds to the nature of consciousness). Yet as a description of what he has achieved, Gleizes' book of the time, Du "Cubisme", written with Jean Metzinger, is inadequate. It is only much later, with La Forme et l'Histoire (1931) that Gleizes begins to develop a language adequate to describing what he has done. Without a clear understanding of his achievement, how can he follow it up?

MEETING WITH JEAN COCTEAU

It would hardly be surprising if, as my first thesis suggests, Gleizes was a little disorientated and unsure where to go next. And it is in this state that, through Juliette Roche, who will soon become his wife, he meets Jean Cocteau. Juliette Roche Gleizes had known Cocteau since childhood – her father was Cocteau's godfather. She maintains that it was Gleizes who orientated the 'right wing' Cocteau, whose taste in painting had previously been conservative, towards the 'left wing' artistic avant garde.

The period of Gleizes' closest collaboration with Cocteau sees the emergence of what we may call the 'theatrical' aspect of his character. The theatre had been Gleizes' first love, prior to painting. In 1905/6, he had, as secretary of the Literary and Artistic Section of the Association Ernest Renan, organised street theatre and poetry readings in working class areas of Paris; he had been responsible for an ambitious 'open day,' with a variety of spectacles, at the Abbaye de Créteil in 1907; he was enthusiastic about Cocteau's proposal for a production of Un Songe d'un nuit d'été [Midsummer night's dream], which would feature the clowns of the Cirque Medrano; when the war broke out, he would be charged with organising entertainments for the troops at the garrison in Toul.

His painting of the time, including the portraits of Juliette Roche, of Cocteau and of Stravinsky, and the series begun (probably with Cocteau's play in mind) on circus themes, all seem to suggest a desire for lightness, gaiety and colour in contrast to the 'majesty' of the Cubist work. It is a real, straightforward lightness. His circus figures are presented simply and brutally without any of the literary symbolism and sentimentality that attaches to the Commedia dell'arte theme which would soon spread its baneful influence throughout most of the rest of the Cubist school.

THE PROBLEM OF THE PORTRAIT

So we can suggest that after the great 'epic' of the early days of Cubism, Gleizes wants to relax a little. At the same time, the period between 1913 (Portrait de l'éditeur Figuière) and 1915 (Portrait de Florent Schmitt – Chant de Guerre) sees an intense, apparently very serious and deliberate, research into the possibilities of the portrait. This research is a little story in itself which would repay a detailed study. Here I can only offer some general remarks.

The problem is to show the subject's face in movement, from several different angles, and to reconstitute it on a flat surface in a way that would still appear logical and even 'normal' – that would not appear to be monstrous. This is the 'total image' that Gleizes' close friend, Jean Metzinger, had evoked in an article written in 1910 which Gleizes often quotes when talking about this period.
 We may note that in general throughout his whole career Gleizes is very reluctant to distort or rearrange either the human face or body. To the disgust of some of the critics, seeing that in this respect he is less radical than Picasso, the figures in Le Dépiquage des Moissons, Joueurs de Football, L'Homme au Balcon remain conventional. The head is on the shoulders, the body is on the legs.
 The Portrait d'Eugène Figuière is beginning to show something of the 'monstrous' character Gleizes is anxious to avoid. But with the Florent Schmitt – Chant de Guerre or the Médecin Militaire Gleizes seems to have solved the problem. These are distinctly portraits and there is nothing about them that is bizarre or monstrous, yet all conventional representational indications have been abandoned and replaced by means that are purely pictorial and expressive of the movement of the subject (the movement of Schmitt, the composer, conducting his oratorio, Chant de Guerre; and the massive, tragic stillness of the doctor in the military hospital at Toul, Gleizes' superior (who commissioned the portrait but was somewhat dismayed by the result), Dr Lambert.

But what is surprising is that, having achieved these means which seem so full of possibilities, Gleizes abandons this line of research and will never go back to it. He never again seriously turns to portraiture (the second Portrait de Jacques Nayral of 1917 is the development of drawings prepared, immediately upon learning of his friend and brother-in-law's death at the beginning of the war, in 1914).

I should add here (as I didn't in the original published article) that this period also saw an intense exploration of the means offered by the landscape, in particular the landscape round where he was stationed near Toul. These include some of my own personal favourites among Gleizes's paintings and, like the portraits, they deserve a separate study.

THE WAR

The war of course marked a considerable upheaval in Gleizes' life. It saw the end of the long period in which he had been living peacefully in his parents' house. Thereafter he seems to have had surprisingly little contact with his family. And of course it saw the breaking up of both the main circles – the Cubist circle and the more literary circle of the Abbaye de Créteil – in which he had been moving in Paris.

Nonetheless, compared to Léger and Braque who were both sent to the front, Gleizes was lucky with regard to the war. The officer who received him at the garrison of Toul was, improbably enough, interested in Cubist painting and he gave Gleizes, together with other artists and musicians, the responsibility for organising entertainments for the troops.
 It was a job for which, as we have seen, Gleizes was better qualified than might have been expected of the most earnest, most 'majestic' of the Cubist painters. In this context he was able to continue his painting on a small scale. The Portrait d'un Médecin Militaire is his only full-scale oil painting from the period, but a number of important works were executed later in New York on the basis of drawings and gouaches which had been done in Toul.

But if Gleizes had an easy time of it, the war had still upset him deeply. In a talk given in New York soon after his arrival in 1915 he describes his horror at the war fever that surrounded him, his disgust at the way the Germans were characterised in war propaganda, and at the way the vulnerability of the young men herded into the garrison was exploited by those who were responsible for their wellbeing.
 The sense of moral outrage at the murderous folly of the war and the conviction that his own country was as much to blame for prolonging it as anyone else, would remain with him all his life. It helps to explain at once his involvement with the Communists in the 1920s and his refusal to condemn Hitler (on the grounds that he was the inevitable consequence of French and British policy) in the 1930s.

NEW YORK

His demobilisation, marriage and departure for New York at the end of the year, in 1915, marked another disruption in his life. From then on until the end of the war, the Gleizes' were travelling, living in hotels and temporary apartments. The impact made on him by New York was enormous and he is probably the first European avant garde painter (twenty five years before Mondrian's Broadway Boogie-Woogie) to try to capture its rhythms, the rhythms of the skyscrapers, advertising signs, traffic and jazz. And yet his enthusiasm was limited and doubts soon appear, mainly in his writings, notably The Miracle of Fifth Avenue (written in 1915, so at the beginning of his stay) in which he talks of a conflict between two 'spirits' – that which built the cathedrals and that which built the skyscrapers:

'Soon the insolence of the skyscraper would go beyond the dignity of their spires. The great altruistic word was lost under the raucous voice of the most small-minded egoisms.'
Yet in the Souvenirs he quotes an interview he gave at the time in which he says:

'The skyscrapers are works of art. They are creations of steel and of stone which are equal to the most admired creations of the Old World. The great bridges such as Brooklyn Bridge can stand comparison with the work of the men who built Notre Dame in Paris. The same strength has resolved the different problems that were posed by the needs of their construction.'
And his enthusiasm for 'les grands ponts comme Brooklyn Bridge' can be seen again in this extract from L'art dans l'évolution générale as well as in the Brooklyn Bridge paintings of the time:

'Without [the modern painters] initially planning it, their paintings intuitively reflected the new architectural laws. They are materially the brothers of the iron bridges and other modern constructions, they carry within themselves the same determining principles. Like them they are free from decorative embellishments, arabesques, pointless curves. Like them they advance towards another way of representing the world, they make use of the commands given by simple need and they satisfy them.

'As a result they are at the same time aggressive but without intending it. They break the convention by which the eye is bound to the always constant horizon line and, taking it by surprise, they force it into an effort against which it rebels.' [pp.123-4] 
Here then is a moment in which Gleizes seems to be following the path traced out by the Italian Futurists and to be presenting himself as a poet of modern life. And this is what he seems to suggest in an important letter sent in 1917 to his old friend from the days of the Abbaye de Créteil, the poet Henri Martin Barzun:

'The awareness of the vast horizons that have been opened in front of me by trains and transatlantic ships have separated me forever from spaces that are metaphysical  ... Our space [our normal three dimensional space, not the non-euclidean, 'metaphysical' or four dimensional space which was interesting Gleizes' colleague Metzinger – PB] hasn't been used as it should have been, far from being exhausted it opens up more multiple than ever ... 
'We are in the age of synthesis. An hour in the life of a man today raises more levels, insights, actions, than a year of that of any other century. That is what I try to say in my art. The rapid sketch of an Impressionist crystallised the fragility of a sensation; it was immobilised in his picture. The painting of today must crystallise a thousand sensations in an aesthetic order. And I see that for that there is no need to reveal other laws, other theorems with definitive forms. A beauty achieved through a mathematical order can only have a relative life; the universal kaleidoscope cannot be fitted into the framework of a system; it surprises through the unforeseen and is renewed by it. We should regard 'the system' with suspicion. It limits our possibilities. How, for example, can we give the equivalent of the enormous 'Broadway' – that fantastic river with a thousand currents going against each other, interweaving, rising up over its banks – if, in our painter's expression, we apply little principles just about good enough to describe a very simple object, an inkstand, a box etc. With one blow, the truth blinds us [crève les yeux] and rises up to scatter the system's charm ...'

There is, then, a certain ambiguity in his attitude to the modern world. What seems to attract him on the one hand also seems to repel him. He is perhaps the first figure of the European avant garde to celebrate jazz, even before the composers took it up in the twenties, yet he tells us in the Souvenirs that when the musician Carlos Salzedo introduced him to it on his arrival in New York he did not at all like it

'We had never heard that. Paris hadn't yet been contaminated by this extraordinary music that seizes you in all it chaos, lulling you one moment in a sentimental fashion, then suddenly stopping to overwhelm you with a torrent of raucous, sharp, tender sounds and cries which draw you into a mad whirlpool which you cannot possibly escape ...'

He refers to dancers who are 'puppets obeying the demands of invisible strings.'
He is also perhaps the first to celebrate the neon signs and advertising posters of Broadway but, talking of Broadway in the Souvenirs he says: 'In a period of a few hours we had approached the heart of America, a heart futile and hard, sentimental and dry.'  Of course this reflects his later feelings after he had turned against all the manifestations of industrial civilisation, but the mixed feelings are still present in the writings of the time, for example, in the Cavalier du Dimanche:

'There are monsters in the town surrounding us, agitated and wasting themselves in sterile gestures. There is murder and boredom on the shining pavements. This evening the disaster is more supernatural than it usually is. All the poor people living in the miserable prts of the city must rise up in a crusade against the dignity of Fifth Avenue. A passive crusade, a long cortege which would take eight hours to pass. Perhaps then something would change and the nights would be opened up by the horror of it ...

'There are always the same images surrounding my new self, the same immobile images I now hate, the same images which nonetheless I indulged without any feeling of disgust, only a few centuries ago.'
or in L'Art dans l'évolution générale:  
'Modern machinery is presented as a universal synthesis, but that is false. You might as well take an epidemic of cholera as a universal synthesis, war as a universal synthesis ...' [p. 138] 

'The construction of a motor is less mysterious than the birth of the most humble plant, the structure of a body or of a tree is more surprising than that of a railway line.' [p.151]
RELATIONS WITH DUCHAMP AND PICABIA

Daniel Robbins tells us that it was, in the earliest days, mainly Marcel Duchamp who introduced the Gleizes to life in New York. The two painters were already closely linked through the meetings that had taken place prior to the war in Puteaux, in the studios of Duchamp's brothers, Jacques Villon and Raymond Duchamp-Villon, and in Gleizes' own studio in Courbevoie.

Gleizes was to remain all his life a friend and admirer of Jacques Villon but, despite his friendship, he was less enthusiastic about Marcel. It seems to have been Gleizes who was mainly responsible for the decision to ask Duchamp not to show his Nu descendant un escalier at the Salon des Indépendants of 1912.
 But Nu descendant un escalier had enjoyed an enormous succès de scandale in the New York Armory Show in 1913 and when Gleizes arrived in New York he found that Marcel was enjoying something of the status of a superstar. Gleizes' friend and one of his best interpreters, Walter Firpo, tells us:

'You now he was so famous that when Gleizes arrived in New York in 1915 there was a large crowd there to welcome him. He said "I know I'm quite well known but so many people!" He was very pleased with himself, but they had all come to ask for news of Marcel, and Marcel was as well known in the United States as Sarah Bernhardt.'

But Duchamp was using this influence to undertake a work of undermining everything which, in Gleizes' eyes, had value in the work of art. With the benefit of hindsight Gleizes, in the Souvenirs, says that he can see a logic in the position adopted by Duchamp. If a work of art is only a way of interpreting any old subject that happens to exist in the world of appearances, why not simply take the subject as it is and exhibit it? It is the well known principle of the 'Ready Made' – the snow shovel which became a work of art when Duchamp conferred on it the title: In advance of the broken arm; or, the best-known example, the urinal which Duchamp exhibited at the 'Independents' exhibition in New York in Spring 1917.

Gleizes' dismay at the developments associated with Duchamp can be seen in several satirical pieces written at the time including one which is called Ready Made. Yet the two painters continued on friendly terms, exhibiting together in New York in April 1916. Mme Gleizes tells us that Gleizes was worried that Duchamp was damaging himself with drink and that, underneath all the brilliance, he was in a state of suicidal despair. Duchamp's admirers, on the other hand, for whom Duchamp was a figure of mystery and authority, found Gleizes' attitude patronising, moralistic and, of course, too serious.
 
Gleizes was perhaps even more closely associated with the other great pioneer of 'New York Dada', Francis Picabia. In Paris prior to the war, Picabia had been a rather suspicious figure. Through his family he possessed a fortune and he had enjoyed a great commercial success with a rather conventional Impressionist style before transforming himself almost overnight into the most radical of avant garde painters. It is probable that he helped to pay for the publication of Gleizes and Metzinger's Du "Cubisme" in 1912 and certain that he supported Apollinaire's Méditations esthétiques (Les Peintres Cubistes). There was a rivalry between himself and Robert Delaunay for Apollinaire's friendship and Sonia Delaunay tells us that it was because a work by Picabia was included in the illustrations that Delaunay refused to be associated with Du "Cubisme".

Like Duchamp, Picabia was already in New York when the Gleizes arrived. The Gleizes left for Barcelona in May 1916 and Picabia followed them in June. In the middle of the Summer, the two couples (Picabia was with his then wife, Gabrielle Buffet Picabia) went together to the resort of Tossa del Mar where, according to the account Mme Gleizes gave to Picabia's biographer, Maria Lluïsa Borràs, they spent much of their time in the casinos. We may suppose that this is where Gleizes' studies on the theme Le Bateau de Picabia begin. On Picabia's suggestion, the Gleizes visited Cuba on their way back to New York in December. During the following Summer, the Gleizes stayed in the same house as Picabia and the composer Edgard Varèse. Something of the atmosphere of the household is given by Varèse's wife, Louise: 'It was a very hot Summer. Varèse and Picabia walked about the apartment stark naked and it was in this state that they received their guests of the female sex ...'

THE SILENCE OF 1918

So here is Gleizes, celebrating jazz, which he does not particularly like; and the streets of New York, to which is attitude is at the very least ambiguous. He is in a state of despair over the continuation of the war. He has abandoned a long, serious and apparently quite successful research into the possibilities of portraiture. He is still celebrating the circus, but does not himself find it very interesting: Mme Gleizes tells us of only two visits to the circus, once in Paris in 1914 and once in New York in 1916.
 And he is closely connected with two men whose ideas and sympathies are as far removed as possible from his own.

The period ends in a mystery – the mystery of the year 1918. Gleizes' life seems in this year to have settled down. Mme Gleizes tells us that they were living in Pelham, a quiet rural area outside New York. They do not seem to have travelled. And yet the Catalogue Raisonné gives only one work dating from 1918, a wholly conventional pencil drawing. Nor does he seem to have done much writing. He published an article on the Abbaye de Créteil in October but this was largely taken from L'art dans l'évolution générale. Daniel Robbins says that L'art dans l'évolution générale was written between 1917 and 1919 and it is tempting to think it might have been largely written in 1918, the more so because it is a work that, unlike the poems and prose-poems, lies in the mainstream of his later thinking; and it ends with the proposal for the formation of an artists' union which Gleizes presented when he returned to Paris in 1919. But the book is dated at the end, 'January 1917', and Mme Gleizes confirms that that was when he finished it, which suggests it may have been largely written during the long sea voyages between New York and Barcelona in 1916.
 
At any rate this book, weighty, serious and sensible and in this resembling most of Gleizes' later writings, may be taken as evidence supporting our second thesis, our 'antithesis' – that during this whole period Gleizes is quite calm and is simply enjoying a certain mastery of the means he has already developed; that all the turbulence of the time – friendship with Cocteau, war, marriage with Juliette Roche, move to America, relations with Duchamp and Picabia – is merely external and barely touches what is essential in his painting; that the fact that he is not particularly interested in the subjects he is painting is of little importance since the subject is only a pretext for the exploration of means whose end is purely pictorial – the 'dynamisme plastique' which he evoked in Du "Cubisme" in 1911 and in Le Cubisme et la Tradition in 1913.

Which poses the question: what are those means? And how do they differ from the means he is seeking in 1920 when he seems to want to start again as from zero. Which again poses the question of the silence of 1918. And of why, after his return to Paris, he was so overwhelmed by the criticisms of Jean Metzinger that he thought of destroying all his New York work.
 And how does that square with the third of my hypotheses, my 'synthesis', that this was indeed a period of very radical evolution, full of possibilities for the future?

LESSONS OF CUBISM

Let us first of all remember the terms in which Gleizes was later to summarise the overall development of Cubism. He says that it was an attempt to recover the sense of 'form' which had been lost in Impressionism and that it passed through three phases. The first was based on volume – hence the 'cube'; the second on the multiplicity of perspective points (the 'total image'); and the third on the affirmation of the real nature of the area that was to be covered with paint – the flat surface.
 

It is easy to identify what is specific in each of these periods; but we know that in reality none of them, at least in Gleizes' own work of the Cubist period, are ever found in a pure state unmixed with considerations that belong to the others. If paintings such as the Portrait de Jacques Nayral, the Paysage de Meudon or Les Baigneuses, clearly belong to the period of 'volume', the affirmation of the volume produces a multitude of facets which, so to speak, point the eye in different directions, thus giving an effect of multiple perspective.

Little by little, the single point perspective which still dominates the scene taken as a whole recedes in importance and the dispersion of the view through a multitude of perspective points takes over. We are reminded of the passage in Du "Cubisme' in which the painters talk of two principles dominating the construction of the painting: one in which everything is grouped round a common centre, and another which wants  'to give the properties of each part their independence - the plastic continuum must be broken up into a thousand surprises of fire and of shadow. But as the principle of multiple perspective takes over, the paintings are held together by great lines or divisions which cover the whole area of the canvas and which, in their turn, convey an impression of flatness, reinforcing the two dimensional character of the work. This begins to be seen in Le Dépiquage des Moissons and becomes more methodical and explicit in La Ville et le Fleuve or in Les Couseuses. So the movement in three dimensions of the multiple perspective is combined with a movement in two dimensions. That is where Gleizes had arrived in 1912-13 and where he still was in 1914-15, in a tension maintained, often with quite astonishing skill, between the movement of the eye round the canvas (in two dimensions) and the movement of the eye which penetrates into the canvas (in three dimensions, but in a much more complex and diverse manner than is possible in the technique of single point perspective).

At the beginning of his stay in New York, Gleizes is still using these same means, developed just before the war and continued in the garrison at Toul, a multiple perspective in which the possibilities inherent in the flat surface are also powerfully present – a tension between the three dimensions and the two dimensions. But, under the pressure of 'l'énorme Broadway', the equilibrium is in danger of breaking. Now he seems to be using means which, only a short time previously, he had condemned in the work of Picasso and Braque and in the Italian Futurists.

In 'Le Cubisme et la Tradition', for example, published in February 1913 in the journal Montjoie!, Gleizes said, referring to Cézanne: 'he foresaw that the study of elementary volumes would open unheard of possibilities, he felt in advance that plastic dynamism had nothing to do with the movement that animates our streets, our machines, our factories' And the same idea can be found in Du "Cubisme" where Gleizes and Metzinger criticise those – probably the Futurists – 'who confound plastic dynamism with the noise of the streets'. According to 'Le Cubisme et la Tradition', this 'dynamisme plastique' is derived from rhythmic relations established between the different parts of the canvas 'juxtaposed - and not superposed as some would like us to believe' Here he is probably thinking of the work of Picasso and Braque in which, especially in the 'hermetic' period (1911), there is a great spatial ambiguity brought about through the superposition of transparent planes, in such a way that it is difficult to tell how the different elements relate, and what role each has to play in the overall construction. Gleizes disliked this method, which he called 'impressionisme de forme'.
 (19) The hermetic paintings of Picasso and Braque had in Gleizes' eyes fallen back into the nebulosity and formlessness of the Impressionists.
 

But now, under the impact of the superhuman scale of New York and of the transparency of its neon signs and shopwindows, he himself is painting planes super-imposed on each other in a way that quite resembles Picasso and Braque; and, like Picasso and Braque, he is incorporating fragments of letters into his paintings; and an unsympathetic critic could well complain that in turning to the spectacle of New York Gleizes may well be confounding 'le dynamisme plastique avec le fracas de la rue.'
Yet it is in these works, throughout the whole period of 1915-17, that we begin to see clearly in Gleizes' work the turning of the planes to the right and to the left which will soon appear under the names 'translation' and 'rotation' as the basis of all his teaching from 1922 onwards.

Gleizes does not continue very long in the state of apparent chaos which characterises his first New York period. Very quickly, around the beginning of 1916, he organises these transparent and superimposed planes in a much more rigorous formal manner so that all the details, which remain quite distinct and clearly indicated, are now tied up in a simple geometrical structure. This has the effect of reinforcing the flat, two dimensional, nature of the canvas. Very importantly for the future we now begin to see, still in a very unmethodical and approximate manner, that the smaller shapes that go to make up the structure of the painting derive logically from the larger shapes that contain them. This will be the very essence of his painting from the 1920s onwards and it is not by accident that in Kubismus, written between 1925 and 1928, it is a painting from this period (a Bateau de Picabia) that Gleizes uses to illustrate the third stage of Cubism – the flat surface – as it appears in his own work.

Given the sheer ambition and exuberance of the works of this period, we can understand how Gleizes could have believed that he was going through a very important period of development and that he was on top of his form. Which helps to explain the almost triumphant tone of his letter to Barzun, in which he expresses a certain disdain for: 'l'Albert Gleizes d'hier': 'The little researches in which my desire to expand myself was wasted [it is difficult to believe that he is talking about le Dépiquage des Moissons!], I have transformed them into something more universal, more synthetic. I have become conscious of the planet. The limited horizon which I thought was the only horizon is finally opened up and stands revealed. I look with a little scorn on the Albert Gleizes of yesterday, and a little pity, for the credulity which, finally, only ended up in a narrow sectarianism’ (a spirit of sectarianism which, he suggests, on a larger scale, had been responsible for the war).

So he now believes that he possesses the means to bring about a synthesis, to 'crystallise'
 a vision which could be called 'planetary' or 'global' but which could not yet, at least in Gleizes' later understanding of the word, be called 'universal'. And what are those means? They are means which greatly resemble those which we find again in his mature work of the 1930s and 1940s: the game of planes, presented brutally as rectangles (something he has carefully avoided prior to the New York period) and of curves, clearly presented as segments of circles, also presented in a raw state in a way that recalls his friend Robert Delaunay (and we may remark that he was in contact with Delaunay during his visit to Spain). 

REASONS FOR DISSATISFACTION

But if we compare these works with, for example, the Figures Lumières of the 1930s we can see that there is still a very great difference between them. They have in common a circular movement prepared by the manipulation of rectangular planes. But in the 1930s the movement is much more gradual. Each element in the drawing and each colour prepares the way for the element or colour that comes after it. The whole is derived from the initial plane surface (the overall shape of the canvas) in a way that is rigorously logical so that the eye, following it, engages the mind in a process which can, justly, be called 'contemplation'. In 1916-17, by contrast, the interrelation of planes and curves establishes a sort of net which enables many sensations to exist together on the canvas. Each of these, certainly, participates in a common movement, but they remain distinct. It is through combining a large number of distinct sensations – 'de plans, d'aperçus, d'actions', as he says to Barzun – that Gleizes hopes to rise to a global or 'planetary' vision.

The result is a work that is almost less suitable for quiet contemplation than the Cubist works which precede it. The very fact that in these earlier works he avoided the straightforward presentation of the rectangle or the curve, and used very restrained colours, enables the eye to pass slowly from one thing to another, to change direction, to take its time. It could even be said that Gleizes' use of the third dimension provides a certain breathing space, enabling him to avoid the too violent contrast between juxtaposed forms and colours which is always a danger in the Cubist and early non-representational painting of this period (though some painters, notably Léger, tried to make a virtue of it). Those works of Gleizes' in which the multiple perspective is still at work seem to me to be closer in spirit to the great Contemplations of the 1940s than the works of 1916-17 in which the principle of the flat surface is beginning to assert itself.

The problem is that the flat surface presupposes certain conditions that have to be fulfilled before its possibilities can be exploited; and at this time Gleizes' knowledge of those conditions is still very limited. We may speculate that at some point in 1917, Gleizes suddenly became aware of the fact — perhaps in the middle of an intolerable Summer spent in the company of Picabia and Varèse at a time when Picabia was beginning to lose control under the combined influence of cocaine and alcohol. In particular, we may imagine, he realised that these were not the means by which he could arrive at 'la conscience de la planète'; that in fact it was not 'la conscience de la planète' (the multiplication of sensations) that was necessary, but consciousness of the universal – of the common principle that underlies the multitude of sensations. Which is how he interprets this period in the Souvenirs:

'It was on the subject that I continued exclusively to rely. I tried to go beyond it, to enter into other regions, I moved it away from its external appearance but it was still always the thing which in the end I thought capable by its own qualities to resolve itself through an improbable transposition into a complete form. I never suspected at the time that instead of external images what was needed were laws.'
He has realised this by the end of 1917, and that is what explains his silence in 1918 and the ease with which he accepted Metzinger's criticism in 1919. He has achieved something of great importance but he cannot develop it. It has implications which he cannot understand and if he is to understand it he must start again from the beginning, give up his love of variety, of that variety of sensations which, at the moment at which he wrote his letter to Barzun, was the very essence of his desire to paint. It must have been a very painful realisation, intimately linked to the one, overwhelmingly important, event which we know occurred in 1918 — his religious conversion, 'consequence' he tells us 'of feelings and of reason which has reached the limits of its possibilities.'
 
When he took up the brush again in 1919 he was still using a vague theme based on the buildings of New York but there is no longer any question of spatial ambiguity, multiple perspective, juxtaposition of a variety of sensations, varied textures, pointillism, sand. He is firmly based in the flat surface and his whole effort is directed towards the greatest possible clarity. And at the age of 40, with an immense wealth of experience behind him, he is now, at last, beginning to approach the starting point for what would become his intense, lonely, lifetime's work on the reconstruction and recovery of the art of painting.
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