
Victor Poznanski and the exhibition L'art d'aujourd'hui, 1925
A talk prepared by Peter Brooke for a programme of events to be held in the Museum of the City of Lodz, 15-17 October 2010 to celebrate the contribution of the Poznanski family to the history of Lodz.

My personal interest in Victor Poznanski comes from my longstanding interest in the French Cubist painter, Albert Gleizes. Poznanski worked with Gleizes in the 1920s and it was in this context that, in 1925, he organised the first serious attempt in Paris to show what was happening internationally in the field of non-representational art - the exhibition L'Art d'aujourd'hui. My talk will be centred on this exhibition but first I must say some words about Gleizes, and about the general history of Cubism.

Gleizes was, together with Robert Delaunay, Fernand Léger, Henri Le Fauconnier and Jean Metzinger, one of the painters who launched the 'scandal of Cubism' in Paris in 1911 through their paintings shown in the great public 'salons' - the Salon des Indépendants and the Salon d'Automne. Pablo Picasso and Georges Braque, who are usually regarded as the 'inventors' of Cubism, exhibited in a small private gallery and their work was only known to a select clientèle of wealthy connoisseurs. At the risk of oversimplifying we might say that prior to the 1914 war Cubism was divided into two camps - the more public, or 'Salon' Cubists, who included Gleizes, and the more private, or 'gallery' Cubists - Picasso and Braque, later joined by Juan Gris and for a brief period by Léger. There was a degree of rivalry between them and a clear difference in intentions. While Picasso and Braque painted on a small scale using an intimate, domestic subject matter, the Salon Cubists tended towards very large paintings with an ambitious subject matter. The first academic specialist in the work of Albert Gleizes, the American Daniel Robbins, called it 'Epic Cubism'. Critics who did not like the Salon Cubists at the time accused them of wanting to revive the large scale historical painting that had dominated the official salons of the nineteenth century.

The lives of the painters were of course severely disrupted by the war. Gleizes, together with the 'Dada' painters Marcel Duchamp and Francis Picabia, spent most of the war in New York; Robert and Sonia Delaunay went to Spain; Braque, Léger and Jean Metzinger served in the army (as did Gleizes more briefly). Picasso stayed in Paris together with a group of painters who were largely not French and therefore not subject to conscription - the Spanish Juan Gris, the Italian Gino Severini, the Mexican Diego Rivera. Cubism was largely kept alive as a school of painting at this time by the great gallery owner, Léonce Rosenberg, who bought the works of painters such as Gris and Metzinger and Severini, building up a collection which he showed in a series of exhibitions once the war was over.

But though Rosenberg had shown that Cubism was still alive as a school of painting and still capable of development, he also encouraged the painters who were dependent on him to return to a much more representational, 'classical' style of painting. Cubism, it was said, had reintroduced ideas of form and structure into painting at a time when it had been lost in the beautiful shifting coloured mists of Impressionism. But Cubism, in reaction to the sensual self-indulgence of Impressionism, had been violent, barbaric. Now, in reaction to the violence and barbarism of the war, the time had come for a return to a more conventional and graceful representational style. Jean Cocteau called for a 'return to order'. Gino Severini wrote a manifesto called From Cubism to Classicism. Picasso, supported by Léonce's much more commercially minded brother, Paul Rosenberg, held an exhibition of paintings done supposedly after the manner of the early nineteenth century French painter Ingres.

This was the situation that was developing in Paris when Gleizes returned from the United States in 1919. He was very impressed by the achievement of the Cubist painters during the war, most especially by Juan Gris and Jean Metzinger.  Because the earliest Cubism had wanted to emphasise form in opposition to the Impressionist and Fauve emphasis on colour, the painters had thought of their structures as sculptural or three dimensional, hence the apparent interest in 'cubes'. But Juan Gris and Jean Metzinger had developed a painting that was much more respectful of the actual flat, two dimensional nature of the canvas - the reality of the surface that was to be covered in paint. Their paintings were constructed on the basis of the interaction of differently shaped and coloured planes superimposed on each other. Often it looked as though these paintings had been worked out as pure abstract arrangements of shapes with the figurative element - often, like the earlier work of Picasso and Braque, an intimate domestic 'still life' subject matter - only added at the end of the process. They had come to the edges of a non-representational painting.

Gleizes saw that this art was full of possibilities for the future. In the first instance he applied these methods to his own much more ambitious subject matter - for example the urban landscape which had impressed him so deeply in New York. But he was soon producing work which was entirely non-representational. Although several schools of non-representational painting had emerged, notably in the Soviet Union, this was an unusual development in Paris, especially at this precise moment when the fashion was the return to classicism. Gleizes explained his intentions in a small book published in 1920 - Du Cubisme et les moyens de le comprendre - in which he maintained that Cubism was now developing solid principles which could be taught and which could be as fruitful for the future development of painting as the mathematically based principles of three dimensional perspective had been at the time of the Renaissance.

It is more or less at this point that Poznanski appears on the scene. Although Gleizes had announced that solid principles now exist that could be taught, he himself was not much inclined to be a teacher. He never taught in any of the 'academies' that had sprung up in Paris providing a useful income to painters making a precarious living. At the end of 1921, however, two young Irish painters - Evie Hone and Mainie Jellett - appeared on his doorstep and insisted that they wished to to be initiated into the principles that he had announced in Du Cubisme et les moyens de le comprendre. Gleizes reluctantly gave in to them. According to Gleizes's wife, Juliette Roche, the very next day, as soon as he learned that Gleizes was taking pupils, Poznanski rushed to Gleizes's studio in Puteaux (a suburb of Paris) to join them.  

A very short piece in the memoirs of Mme Gleizes is the best source I have for Poznanski. She says that she had known him before the war:

 'around 1912. He was then twenty years old and lived alone in Paris in a large mansion (hôtel) that he had decorated himself with a sense of fantasy that was entirely Polish and the most exquisite taste. At that time he was a young oriental prince, madly in love with the fashions of the time (follement mondain) and ostentatious but gifted with a considerable "slavic charm" and greatly in demand in Paris, in Rome, in Berlin, in London.'

Mme Gleizes - Juliette Roche Gleizes - came from a very different circle from that of Gleizes himself. Her father, Jules Roche, was an important figure in French politics, a minister in nearly all the governments of the Third Republic in the period leading up to the First World War. Her memoirs describe meetings and conversations with Aristide Briand, Churchill, Wilhelm II. Her world was the world of Marcel Proust, literally so. She had been from childhood friends with the Comtesse de Greffühle and Robert de Montesqiou, often seen as models for Proust's Duchesse de Guermantes and Duc de Charlus, though Juliette Roche thought Proust's characters were slanderous distortions of the originals. She had also been childhood friends with Jean Cocteau - Jules Roche was Cocteau's godfather. She was herself a painter but she had been formed not among the Cubists but among the 'Nabis' - she had been friends with the painters Odilon Redon and Felix Vallotton.

It is easy to see Poznanski - this young, ostentatiously wealthy Jewish-Slavic aesthete as part of this world. She says that he worked during the war as a male nurse (infirmier) 'with plenty of devotion and courage.' This could also link him to the beau monde of the time. Another of Juliette Roche's friends was the high-flying socialite Misia Godebska, who organised an ambulance service at the beginning of the war.  Frederick Brown's biography of Cocteau gives an amusing account (he says 'Cocteau's nursing outfit was designed by Paul Poiret', the very fashionable couturier) but he also says Cocteau behaved heroically and both he and Misia Godebska were made fully conscious of the horror of the war. Another ambulance corps, also involving Cocteau, was organised at the end of 1915 by the Comte Etienne de Beaumont who, through Cocteau's influence during the war, became a major patron of Picasso. I must stress that the suggestion that Poznanski may have been involved in either of these ventures is pure speculation on my part.

Mme Gleizes describes Poznanski as 'a sort of saint who could not see anyone in the slightest difficulty without flying to their rescue.' She says that when she joined up with him again after her return to Paris:

 'he was still just as delightful (séduisant), installed with his mother in a fine apartment on the Champ de Mars, surrounded by valuable pieces of furniture and rare things, just as sociable as before but above all Christian, obsessed with a need to save everything that could be saved and to bring a world that still called itself Christian back to Christianity. He became very enthusiastic about Albert Gleizes's ideas and his art and the two became excellent friends.'

She does not tell us under what circumstances Poznanski converted to Christianity but she does say that he was a Third Order Dominican. Gleizes had converted to Christianity in New York towards the end of the war, though it was not until much later that he developed any very formal commitment to the Roman Catholic Church. It should be said that at this time, when Poznanski was, so Mme Gleizes says, 'enthusiastic about Albert Gleizes's ideas', Gleizes was writing articles sympathetic to the Russian revolution in the left wing journal Clarté and was also involved with a small group called 'Les Veilleurs', whose religious concerns were more inclined to esoteric philosophy than to mainstream Christianity.

Now that Gleizes had pupils he had to formulate the principles whose existence he had already announced. The result was Painting and its laws, first published in the journal La Vie des lettres et des arts in 1922-3, then as a book in 1924. The publisher in both cases was Jacques Povolozky, who also kept a gallery where Gleizes exhibited in the early 1920s. Povolozky was another of Gleizes's Polish contacts. Painting and its laws is largely taken up with a historical argument that Cubism - and the non-representational art that was developing out of Cubism - was a return to something like the spirit, or state of mind, of early mediaeval, 'Romanesque' art which, Gleizes argued, was rhythmic rather than representational. I have published an English translation of Painting and Its Laws together with From Cubism to Classicism by the former Futurist painter, Gino Severini. Severini argued that Cubism would result in a return to the mathematical principles that had informed early Renaissance painting. Though Gleizes does not mention him, I have argued that his historical argument is a response to Severini's historical argument - that Severini had forced him to clarify ideas he had already developed in very broad terms.

The book ends, however, by outlining what he calls a 'new mechanism' of painting which is essentially the principle that he was teaching Hone, Jellett and Poznanski (together with Colette Dumouchel-Nel who later, as Colette Allendy, opened an art gallery in Paris which was very influential after the Second World War).  The basic principle was that the whole construction of the painting should be derived logically from the overall shape and dimensions to be covered in paint, normally a rectangle. The first job of the painter was, so to speak, to map out the area to be covered in paint with a series of planes, using the same proportions of height and width as the overall surface. These planes would be organised according to two principles which Gleizes called, borrowing the terms from physics, translation and rotation. In the movements of translation, the planes remain parallel to the outer limits of the surface, that is, always assuming that the overall surface is a rectangle, they remain vertical and horizontal. They thus convey a feeling of stability which Gleizes identified with our basic human capacity to experience and feel at ease with space. So fundamental was this verticality and horizontality to our basic human need for stability that Gleizes took the view that it should be asserted even if the overall shape to be painted was not a rectangle.
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In the movements of 'rotation', by contrast, the planes are inclined, to the right or to the left thus establishing a feeling of disequilibrium. We read the inclined planes as a movement of the stable, vertical and horizontal, plane and this in turn introduces into the painting a feeling of time.
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 A sense of equilibrium is restored when the inclination of the plane to the right and to the left are introduced simultaneously. The complete language of the painting is given through the juxtaposition of the static translation and the rotation which puts it into movement.
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I have a copy of a letter written from Poznanski to Gleizes in February 1923, just as Painting and its laws was being serialised in La Vie des lettres et des arts. He is writing from Rome and apparently intends to stay there for some time. He says he has already lost two months searching for a place where he can live and paint, and he refers to attempts to sell his own house, presumably in Paris. It seems that the Gleizeses were trying to help him in this since he asks if Mme Gleizes's 'Americans' have changed their mind.

But most interesting from our present point of view is what he has to say about painting:

'It is really only in the last few days that I have had the peace necessary for working - I am taking advantage of it but I am not very happy with what I am doing. I do not know if you remember what you wanted to make me understand at my last lesson. I wasn't to continue any more in the usual system but to take the three planes where and how I wanted them. You showed me one of your drawings as a model but it seems it wasn't enough for me since I can't manage to make sense of it - it seems to me absolutely arbitrary and reminds me of my efforts last year.'

He sends Gleizes the drawings he has done and asks him to send his comments as quickly as possible since he doesn't want to lose time over it. He mentions that he has met Marinetti, the poet and promoter of Italian Futurism who, he tells us, 'does not understand abstract painting at all and mixes it up with dadaism.' He has been to a Futurist exhibition but finds it 'very mediocre ['quelconque'] and terribly imitative. Prampolini [who had come to prominence as a leading Futurist after the war] still the same. He talks about arranging exhibitions but I don't think he ever will.'

But to return to his comments on his painting. The 'three planes' he refers to are, I assume, the vertical-horizontal plane that corresponds to Gleizes's 'translation', together with the plane inclined to the right and the plane inclined to the left. Poznanski complains that Gleizes had initially taught a very systematic arrangement of these planes which he had understood and found useful. But now Gleizes was proposing a much freer, more arbitrary application of the principle.

I do not have any of Poznanski's own drawings to illustrate what he might mean by this but I do have relevant material by some of Gleizes's other pupils, most importantly the Irish painter, Mainie Jellett. The diagrams in Painting and its laws culminate in what Gleizes calls 'simultaneous movements of rotation and translation which result with almost no effort on the part of whoever is directing the operation in the creation of a spatial and rhythmic plastic organism.' In the diagram illustrating this, the corners of the planes turned to the right and to the left touch the very edges of the picture surface. Each of the three principle planes have smaller planes within them but they converge towards a common centre. We can see the same principle applied in this sketch by Mainie Jellett.
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But here are is an example, also from Mainie Jellett, of a more arbitrary arrangement of the planes. There is still a vertical, still a turning to the right, still a turning to the left, and we might note that all the planes turned to the right are parallel to each other, as are all the panes turned to the left but they are disposed arbitrarily about the surface of the canvas. Note that here two different compositions, or 'elements', are combined within a single picture frame.
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We are now approaching Poznanski's most obviously important contribution to the history of twentieth century painting - his organisation of the exhibition L'Art d'Aujourd'hui in 1925. There was no pretense at showing all the types of painting that were being practised in 1925. Perhaps we might remember here the return to classicism which was being followed by some of the leading former Cubist painters, such as Jean Metzinger and Gino Severini. Realistic art of this kind was rigorously excluded. According to the English historian, Christopher Green, quoting a contemporary journal, L'Art vivant, the exhibition was originally to be called L'Art abstrait and the story it told was, broadly speaking, of an evolution of Cubism to 'abstract' or non-representational art, with the complication that it also included a Surrealist element, most notably Max Ernst and André Masson, together with Joan Miro, Jean Arp and, perhaps more ambiguously, Paul Klee. Though we know from a letter to Gleizes that Poznanski was hoping the Surrealists would not accept their invitation.

According to Fernand Léger's pupil Marcelle Cahn, the preface to the exhibition was written by Poznanski though we also know from the Gleizes correspondence that Poznanski wanted it to be a group effort and hoped Gleizes would contribute. The Gleizes archive includes several drafts of an article on the exhibition.

The Preface says:

'Why this exhibition? Not to show examples of all the tendencies of painting today, but to bring together, as thoroughly as circumstances and distances allowed, the representatives of non-imitative plastic art' - this phrase is emphasised - 'the possibility of which the Cubist movement was the first to conceive.'

A footnote specifies that the exhibition presents the present day state of the consequences of and developments parallel to (ses prolongements ou de ses parallèles) Cubism. 

He explains why painters are trying to free themselves from the imitation of the appearances of the external world:

'The viewer is accustomed by works done according to the old aesthetic principles to begin by looking for what he considers to be the subject, the scenario. Since 1911 that has been eliminated almost completely with a view to releasing the lyrical from the bonds of the real. So the musician is not obliged to imitate the sounds of nature, but he organises sound whose effect is always, so to speak, internal to the music. With the painting that makes up the object of this exhibition, painting is no longer an intermediary ['relais'] between nature and the spectator. It works directly on him by virtue of the forms and colours, on our sensibility, and using this as a path, on our spirit; the photograph is an intermediary; the old style of painting is an intermediary; a Bach fugue isn't an intermediary, while the song of a nightingale imitated by Beethoven in the Pastoral Symphony is an intermediary; the work of the painters represented here are not (in general) intermediaries, but organisations ['agencements'] whose whole effect comes from "inside"'

The spectator should look at them with the same spirit of silent contemplation with which one would listen to a piece of music:

'You must look at this painting "with your eyes" and make a sort of silence inside yourself or, as the philosophers would put it, put yourself into a receptive, non-critical state. This attitude is necessary for the play of coloured forms to act and to provoke, if the painting is capable of it, that lyrical state which it is its sole purpose to evoke in the mind of the spectator. Afterwards you can start making judgments.'

The exhibition was far from being a comprehensive record of the international 'non-imitative' art of the period. Russia was represented not by the new generation of Suprematists and Constructivists but by the older Alexandra Exter, Georges Iakouloff, Nathalie Gontcharov and Michel Larioniov, all of them now based in Paris, but this may have been due to problems with the Soviet government. Many other painters, though, were based in Paris not in their countries of origin. For example, Spain was represented by Juan Gris, Joan Miro and Pablo Picasso, all of them living in Paris. Poland was represented by the Paris based Louis Marcoussis and by Poznanski himself; Switzerland by the Paris based Jean Crotti and Charles-Edouard Jeanneret, better known as the architect, Le Corbusier. Alfred Reth, also living in Paris, represented Hungary.

Gleizes's pupils and circle of acquaintance are well represented - for example the Irish painters Evie Hone and Mainie Jellett, though they were somewhat incongruously catalogued under 'Great Britain.' 'Great Britain' was also represented by Ben Nicholson and his wife, Winifred Nicholson, together with Paul Nash. A letter to Gleizes indicates that Nash had been the suggestion of Evie Hone who was a friend of Winifred Nicholson. Nash was also a friend of the Nicholsons. Blanche Lazzell, Lucy L'Engle and Ambrose Webster from the United States had studied with Gleizes. Robert Pouyaud was there as one of the French representatives, though he had only been studying with Gleizes for a year. Gottfried Graf, one of the representatives of Germany - and not a notably non-representational painter - was a friend of Gleizes. Gleizes himself exhibited only two paintings, as opposed to six from his fellow-Cubist, Robert Delaunay, and eight from Léger.

The role of Fernand Léger in the organisation of the exhibition seems, however, to have been almost more important than that of Gleizes. Like Gleizes, he appeared as a master surrounded by an international array of pupils and associates. They included Franciska Clausen from Denmark, Florence Henri, originally from the US, Marcelle Cahn from France, and Otto Carlsund from Sweden. The exhibition opened on 31st November 1925 with a concert of music by the American composer George Antheil, including, according to the French historian, Christian Derouet, his Ballet mécanique. An earlier version of the Ballet mécanique had been devised for Léger's film of the same name in 1924. 

Léger seems to have had considerable influence on the actual hanging. His pupil Marcelle Cahn remembered: 'I took part at that time in L'Art d'aujourd'hui. It was an exhibition of fundamental importance, the first international exhibition of the tendencies that were current in the age. One can say that, with the exception of Braque, all the masters and sub-masters of the researches of the age were represented. Poznanski, who organised the exhibition, was certainly someone who was very well informed. All these avant-garde forms went together very well. At the entrance was a room with Arp and the Surrealists, then a big room, with Léger at the centre of it. In this room there were two of my paintings, the 1925 Abstract Composition and The Kitchen Sink facing ['de l'autre côté de'] works by Franciska Clausen. In the same room the Constructivists were brought together: Vordemberghe Gildewort ... [sic] and Klee. In one or two smaller rooms they had put Picasso and the Cubists. I still have a critique by Maurice Raynal saying that it was surely Léger who arranged the hanging and that was the reason why the others were put aside in this way.'

The Cubists in question were, according to Maurice Raynal's account: 'Picasso, Juan Gris, Marcoussis (Braque wasn't invited), Laurens, Gargallo, Csaky, Robert and Sonia Delaunay ... they were invited out of politeness to stick them into a little room which malicious tongues have called the Salon des Refusés.' In one of several unpublished drafts for an article on the exhibition Gleizes, regretting Braque's absence, says that he had been invited but hadn't replied to the invitation. The lowly position given to the 'Cubists' (other than Léger and Gleizes) was the occasion of one of Picasso's famous witticisms. When his friends complained that he had not been given the place of honour he replied 'Wherever I am, that is the place of honour.'

Raynal's suspicion that Léger was behind the hanging and the affront to Picasso is abundantly confirmed in a letter Léger sent to the gallery owner Léonce Rosenberg:

'I think I've done things not too badly. It is the arrival ['avènement'] of the sort of thing you like. We put those gentlemen P[icasso] - J[uan] G[ris] etc. etc. in a little rather provincial, rather old fashioned room but, what do you want, too bad for those who don't like it, the "rupture" had to be made sooner or latter. Its done and I think quite radically.

'I think our big room holds together - what do you think of my three students Carlsun [sic], Clausen and Mlle Kahn [sic], its really good I think. And then you'll take your big pair of spectacles and search conscientiously for anything that might remain in all that of the influence of P[icasso].'

Christian Derouet's notes to the correspondence between Léger and Léonce Rosenberg quote a letter from Léger to Carlsund saying 'I want you to be with Mlle Kahn [sic] and Clausen in the big room and Poznanski has promised me.'

Derouet also tells us that 'Mondrian takes part. He was afraid for a moment that this exhibition of abstract art had been organised by Van Doesburg but after going to find out from Léger, he learns that his rival had only been invited. He decides to send two canvases.'

Mondrian and Van Doesburg were both members of the group which in 1917 had launched the Dutch journal De Stijl. For some years they had worked very closely together but by the time of the L'Art d'aujourd'hui exhibition they had fallen out. Among several reasons for this, Mondrian had insisted on a principle of stability which could only be provided by vertical and horizontal lines, while Van Doesburg had begun to incline his compositions to an angle of 45o thus, he claimed, introducing an element of dynamism. We may remember that the distinction Gleizes drew between his principle of stability - 'translation' - and of time/movement - 'rotation' - was also, initially at least, based on the distinction between the vertical and horizontal plane on the one hand, and the plane inclined to a diagonal on the other.

The De Stijl tendency was also well represented in the exhibition by the Dutch painters Vilmos Huszar and Cesare Domela, the Belgian George Vantongerloo, and the Germans Walter Dexel and Friedrich Vordemberge-Gildewort.

The exhibition marked an important stage in the process by which a more uncompromising art derived from Cubism became fashionable. One of the reviewers complained of the opening: 'Is that it, the international manifestation of this Cubism that has been so misunderstood and the object of so much mockery? But it is destiny, the festival of snobbery ['bombance du snobisme'], at this opening. Gentlemen in suits, ladies in evening dresses, their automobiles blocking up the rue de la Ville-l'Eveque. High society, dresses from the rue de la Paix, distract attention from the objects on show. And here come the Americans with their dollars, their flat heeled shoes and their laugh bursting with health that comes from their made-up lips ...' Mme Gleizes, herself quite at ease in this world, described it in less hostile terms: 'When  everything had been hung the whole was persuasive - so much so that the exhibition was a huge success. Plenty of visitors who up until then had protested against this incomprehensible art were converted. One heard: 'Of course, the colours are nice' or 'its very pleasant' 'its very decorative.' A quartet came one evening - an excellent quartet - to play Beethoven and Debussy (as always paid for by Poznansky).' It is perhaps strange that she remembers the quartet but not, apparently, Antheil's Ballet mécanique. 

The exhibition was followed by, and may have helped produce, an increase in the commercial success of some of the artists involved, notably Mondrian, Van Doesburg and Léger. One of the reasons for this was the interest of a number of important collectors from the old aristocracy, including the Vicomte de Noailles and the Baron Napoléon Gourgaud, both of whom seem to have been friends with Poznanski. Gleizes wrote to De Noailles in September 1926 inviting him to write for a new journal to be called Ars (in the event it never appeared). He said in the letter that he knew through Poznanski that de Noailles loved painting 'in a disinterested manner'. De Noailles bought one of the Mondrians exhibited at L'art d'auhourd'hui and commissioned Van Doesburg to decorate a room in the villa he was building in Hyères in the south of France. Mme Gleizes refers to the 'Baron G.' as one of Poznanski's 'most intimate friends', though she says Poznanski was disappointed when in 1926 Gourgaud bought a Léger at an enormous price from Léonce Rosenberg after refusing to buy a very beautiful Léger he could have had at a much lower rate from Poznanski. The painting he bought from Rosenberg was Le Lecteur and it marked a very substantial increase in the going rate for Léger's work

One painter who is strikingly absent from the exhibition is the Czech Frantisek Kupka, who has a good claim to be regarded as the first twentieth century non-representational painter. His absence is all the more surprising since his studio was next to the studio in Puteaux of the French Jacques Villon, who was represented. Villon was a friend of Gleizes, and Gleizes worked for a while in the same group of studios after his return from the United States. That was where he had been joined by his first pupils, including Poznanski. Soon after the exhibition Van Doesburg contacted Kupka and began to promote his work. Kupka wrote to him in March 1926, appreciating his interest and contrasting it to 'the attitude of the cubists, who have all followed me while relegating me for long years to a position far from the known world ...'

Another notable absence was the Bauhaus, with the exception of Paul Klee. This is the more surprising since both Léger and Gleizes had good relations with the Bauhaus. Earlier in 1925, Gleizes was commissioned by the Bauhaus to write a book on Cubism, which was eventually, in 1928, published in German translation under the name Kubismus. It could be described as a continuation of the exhibition, arguing the same case that the new non-figurative or non-imitative art of the 1920s was the logical and legitimate continuation of the Cubist experiment. The book shows examples of the work of the leading Cubists and some younger painters with comments by Gleizes, who argues that Cubism, as a collective movement, had gone through three phases. The first concern of the painters had been to explore form in the way the Impressionists had explored colour. They had started with a very crude, sculptural, three dimensional idea of form, hence the 'cube'. They had then moved on to trying to examine how the form of the object represented is actually seen by a viewer who sees it both in movement and in thought. It was at this stage, the stage of 'multiple perspective', that Cubism became 'difficult', showing the subject of the painting from different angles. In the third phase, the artists accept that the form of the painting is dictated by the form of the area to be covered with paint, normally a flat, two dimensional surface. 

There is a letter from Léger to Gleizes relating to Kubismus in which he says:

'My dear Gleizes. I have your letter. I think you're right about your article - The exhibition L'Art d'aujourd'hui has made it all clear. I can see only your influence and my own dominating the present situation. The Picasso, Braque, Gris "curve" has flattened out and doesn't move. It is on the decline. The world mural collective movement is predominant, there's no doubt about it. I am going in several days to send you the photos of [students?]. About three each ... I'll make you a choice of what concerns me and I will send them to you.'

In the event, however, this rapprochement between Gleizes and Léger was shortlived. Leger's commercial success was to take him out of the hands of Léonce Rosenberg into those of his much more commercially minded brother Paul Rosenberg, who already controlled Picasso and Braque. And, whether or not Paul Rosenberg was responsible, Léger moved towards a much more figurative style, with much less emphasis on a purely pictorial construction. As the movement towards non-representational art developed Léger distanced himself from it.

He would not have been pleased by Gleizes's book if he read it. Although Gleizes took Léger and his pupils as examples of the third, 'flat', phase of Cubism, he was critical of what they had  done with it. For Gleizes the emphasis on the flatness of the picture plane was a preparation for something else, the movement of 'rotation', the eye put in movement round the picture plane. Léger's painting, and the characteristic he passed on to his pupils, was entirely static, confined to what Gleizes called 'translation', the organisation of essentially vertical and horizontal forms. Thus he says of a painting by Léger:

'The surface is put into movement and divided into sections, and this corresponds to one essential aspect of its nature - that of translation.  But its capacity to enter into rotation is not taken into account.'

and of Léger's pupil Marcelle Cahn:

'The importance of the surface is recognised and the idea of volume is dissolved.  The contrast with the descriptive approach is affirmed through a hint of modeling.  The surface is confined to the movement of translation.'

By contrast he says of a painting from 1921 by Juan Gris:

'Here he shows, with a rare clarity, all the dynamic possibilities contained in the surface and expressed in movements of translation and rotation. And, not just for the eye, but also for the spirit, he conveys the idea of the circular form which is governed by time.'

and of a painting from 1917 by Jean Metzinger:

'With a new state of mind, a new order begins to appear.  The surface assumes its own life, a life which corresponds to its own nature.   The form which is based on time appears - circular, closed, originating from translation - the plastic resolution of their geometrical, non-figurative use of perspective - and from rotation - the plastic resolution of the principles of compositional construction.  In its successive phases as they are experienced through the senses, it is held together by a rhythm, which is, in its own nature, spiritual.'

By contrast, he says of his own pupils:

'an architectonic plastic organisation, approaching the possibility of great mural painting.  Even if it is still limited to the framework of an individual expression, it is certainly full of the promise of being able to grow into a work of monumental stature.  A field full of flowers is only a plurality of individual flowers, each of them, equally, embodying the same principles of construction; a tree is not a magnified leaf.  So, monumental painting is not just one element magnified beyond all measure, but a multiplication of elements which are able to relate one to the other in a way that is natural.  Here we can see the movement of the surface both in translation and rotation.'

The comment that 'monumental painting is not just one element magnified beyond all measure ... a tree is not a magnified leaf ...' may be a response to developments in Léger's work. By 1928, the year Kubismus was published, Léger was painting large 'blow-ups' of a single, realistically painted item - a leaf, or a flower - consciously imitating a devise used in advertising posters. 

The examples given from the work of Gleizes's pupils include a painting by Poznanski. This illustration from Kubismus is, I'm sorry to say, the only example I have seen of Poznanski's own work. 
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It is called Composition with two elements and is dated 1925, so it is certainly possible, I think highly probable, that it was included in the exhibition. In relation to other works by Gleizes and his school, it seems to me to be rather odd. It is not obvious that the construction is derived from an initial arrangement of rectangles, and there is a much freer use of curves than one would expect at this stage in the development of Gleizes's method. In a strange way it almost seems to prefigure later developments. 

At this point Poznanski seems to disappear from view, at least as far as the history of painting is concerned. There are some letters from this period in the Gleizes archive in Paris and it appears from these that his main concern was with a property he had bought - the Domaine Saint Martin, near Vence in the Alpes Maritimes. In 1927, Gleizes had bought a house in the Rhone valley - 'Moly Sabata' - which he designed for use as a 'couvent laïc' - a monastery for lay people, or artists' colony. On one of his letters Poznanski says he is 'very happy that you have gone ahead of me with your "couvent laïc"', which may suggest that he had similar ambitions for the Domaine St Martin (which is now the site of a very expensive hotel-restaurant).

Gleizes visited Poland in April 1932 when he gave a talk on Art and Production in Warsaw and on Art and Science to the 'Grupa Sztuki Nowoczesne, in Lodz. I have published a translation of these talks in English. The Grupa Sztuki was formed round the Byelorussian painter Wladislaw Strzeminski, who had been at the centre of the developments in art in the early days of the Soviet Union, but who had fled to Poland in 1921/2. He moved to Brzeziny, near Lodz, in 1926 and, in 1929, he took the initiative which resulted in the collection of modern, mainly non-representational, art which is now housed in the Lodz Muzeum Sztuki. The collection includes work by a large number of the painters who had been shown in Poznanski's 1925 exhibition, including Jean Arp, Willi Baumeister, Sonia Delaunay, Theo Van Doesburg, Max Ernst, Vilmos Huszar, Fernand Léger, Louis Marcoussis, Amédée Ozenfant, Enrico Prampolini and George Vantongerloo. The absence of Albert Gleizes is surprising but according to the account in Andrei Nakov's Abstrait-Concret Gleizes was included in the original collection.

Given the connection of the Poznanski family with Lodz, it seems very likely that Victor was involved in the process by which the collection was assembled, though I have so far found no evidence of this. It is a question that should be explored more thoroughly as possibly another, very important, part of the story of the Poznanski family and its connection with Lodz.

We come now to 1935, the year of Victor's death. It is a remarkable story and I am very grateful to my friend, Jean-François Delaunay who told me about it. In July 1935, 'Victor Jonaga [sic] Poznanski' became a full member of the Confrérie des hospitaliers de Nôtre Dame de Lourdes, an association founded in 1885 whose duties were to look after the sick on the arrival and departure of the trains in Lourdes, to assure good order at the various celebrations, to help with bathing the sick, and to supervise the general services of the hostels. In September of the same year he died, in Lourdes, of blood poisoning.

If Mme Gleizes is right and he was twenty years old in 1912 then he died in his early forties. She points out that prior to the 1925 exhibition he and his family had lost a fortune owing to 'the collapse of szloty' (I assume she means the collapse of the mark, which preceded the introduction of the szloty in 1924). He had then poured another fortune into the exhibition - she says Gleizes had tried to prevent him from engaging in such a 'ruinous' undertaking. And then in 1935 we find him helping the sick in Lourdes. 

I want to finish with some extracts from an account of his death taken from the Revue de Lourdes, November 1935. Again I'm very grateful to Jean François Delaunay for sending it to me:

'Last September (1935) we saw the departure, struck by an illness that resisted all the efforts made in vain by science, of the most lovable, and the most loved, of all our brotherhood, an élite intelligence, a deeply apostolic soul, a "saint" according to his friends ...

'Victor Poznanski, whose family had left Poland after the war and was based at Vence, near Nice, was one of those for whom Lourdes is synonymous with devotion, among whom to pray in the grotto inspires the irresistible need to devote themselves to the service of the sick, those most beloved friends of the Virgin.

'For several years he had devoted himself to that important task as a volunteer with an ardent and generous zeal, then as an auxiliary, whose services, accomplished with the constant care to work in humility, won him the highest esteem and affection of his superiors.

'On the 10th September, several days before his death, when there was nothing to suggest such a rapid end, he had received the silver medal which is the recognition of exemplary work in hospitality. A deserved reward. With no ostentation, wanting above all to work in the shadows out of sight of the world, he had chosen to labour in a field protected from any temptations of vanity: the baths ...

'On Sunday 22nd September, in the evening, an overpowering feeling of sickness soon followed by a violent fever forced him to his bed. The doctor called to him did not think there was any great cause for concern. However, during the day and night of the Monday, there was no improvement in his state ...

'On Wednesday there was the sudden, brutal attack of a crisis of generalised blood-poisoning. The doctor, deciding that it was a case of exceptional seriousness, moved him to the Bernadette clinic, hoping to overcome the illness with a determined surgical intervention. But it was too late! The devastating attack of the infection allowed no hope, and death appeared from that point on to be inevitable and rapid ...

'On the 26th September, around 8 o'clock, no longer having any breath, he asked once again for Holy Communion. This last visit of Christ seemed to be a prelude to the other, so ardently awaited, the arrival of his mother who, after a journey of 15 hours without interruption, had the sad consolation of being able to embrace her son still living. She was just in time; at 9 o'clock, without pain, without any disturbance, as one might go to sleep, the model hospitaler, the good servant struck down in the middle of his work, died peacefully.'
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