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CUBISM AS A DESTRUCTIVE FORCE
'Cubist painters used preeminently mundane articles like cigarette packs as subjects for their world [sic - PB, work?]; not long after, some artists, like Kurt Schwitters, would use the packs themselves, no longer representing them, but simply fixing them onto the canvas. Dada satirised the whole idea of “art” as any kind of “meaningful” project. The Surrealists who followed “found” art in the street, and saw in the products of the unconscious a kind of “psychic materialism”; they, like the Dadaists, carried on the Great Joke, pulling out the “transcendental” by the roots. Their “found art” exploded into a variety of forms: art brut, musique concrete, “word salad.” Art was no longer a means of imbuing the everyday world with significance; rather, the whole drift of art in the last century was to bring it down to the everyday—the central icon here, of course, is Andy Warhol's Brillo Box.' 

This extract from Gary Lachman's book A Secret History of Consciousness
 provides a useful summary of one of the ways in which Cubism and its consequences can be understood. A similar argument is developed at greater length in Hans R. Rookmaaker's book Modern Art and the death of a culture.
 Rookmaaker was founding Professor of the Art History Department of the Free University of Amsterdam, deeply influenced by the 'Reformational philosophy' of Abraham Kuyper, Hermann Dooyeweerd, Dirk Vollenhoven. The culture he describes as dying is, broadly, Humanism, as it emerged from under the wing of Renaissance Catholicism. Dooyeweerd sees Humanism as torn by a 'dialectical tension' between freedom (as with Romanticism) and nature (as in the laws of nature representing an unbreakable constraint). In Rookmaaker's understanding of post-Renaissance art, the tension is more between Platonism (the attempt to find an absolute beauty beyond the perceived world) and nature, understood as the creation of God and therefore, despite the consequences of the Fall, intrinsically good. Although his book is mainly concerned with the collapse of the idealist/Platonist vision the art that he admires - landscape by Jan Van Goyen, domestic interior by Jan Steen (both seventeenth century Dutch and both, as it happens, Catholics) is broadly realist, expressing a love for the world, for nature, God's creation, as actually encountered. Both Rookmaaker and Dooyeweerd would see Humanism as essentially an attempt to assert human 'autonomy', independence of the sovereignty of Christ. Both would also agree with Kuyper's central doctrine of a 'common grace', enabling non-Christians to produce great works, and they would have shared the view that all human endeavour is grounded in what Dooyeweerd called a 'religious ground motive.'

For Rookmaaker, 'Cubism', which, like Lachman, he identifies with the work of Picasso, was the moment when Picasso recognised the absurdity of the whole Humanist endeavour. As such, it was an event of world shattering importance.

He begins his discussion of Cubism with the influence of Cézanne on some of the younger painters in Paris around 1906-7, laying particular emphasis on his advice to 'Penetrate into what you have in front of you, and persevere in expressing yourself as logically as possible':

'Amongst this group of young painters was Picasso. What influenced him, as well as the others, were, first, Iberian sculpture, blending Greek classical art with a more primitive search for the impersonal and general, and soon, too, African masks and sculptures. The fact that in their reaction against the superficial naturalism of the nineteenth century they "discovered" the truth and beauty of primitive art (which had previously been the concern only of ethnologists) betrays a deep spiritual similarity in aim and in the understanding of reality. Primitive man feels one with nature and its forces, and in his religion he uses his masks to lose himself and become one with the spirit (often an animal one) of the tribe. For modern man, even if in a less mythical way, nature is the only true reality, and man is basically no more than biological/psychological. The aims of the cubists, their quest for a new expression, a new art, were in the final analysis the making of a new world-view, one that broke away from the age-old humanism of western society. The personal was lost, for there was no longer a personal God. Man, animals, plants, things, they are all basically the same. So there should be no basic difference in the way they are depicted.

'The cubist movement was very complex in its aims. There was the same search for the absolute as we found with the Munich group of Der Blaue Reiter, the same wish to portray the true reality behind the appearances. It was rather like Plato’s search for the basic ideas behind all reality ; and it was certainly not by chance that their art was characterised by mathematical, or rather geometrical, forms, just as Plato had said that the geometrical was the deepest idea behind reality. In keeping with the whole of the western tradition they were rationalistic and intellectual. Yet there was a strange violence, particularly in the works of the first years of Picasso’s cubism, something irrational, overflowing emotions, as if he passionately wanted to break down the old image of man, too long revered in a humanist sense as supreme beauty.' (pp113-4)

After a discussion of the Demoiselles d'Avignon and of the early period of collaboration with Georges Braque, he comes to what he regards as the crunch:

'It is at this stage that Picasso must have realised that their quest had failed. They had searched for the universal, the general structure of things, that which is more than the strictly individual and specific - and in so doing had lost the personal, the human, the ‘real’. It was as if it had been shown to be impossible ever to reach the universal directly, without seeing the absolute through the specific. He who would know love must experience personal, specific love, or there is but a dim abstraction which is no love. Their quest to show what Plato might have called the idea, or Aristotle the form, had ended in beautiful pictures that yet presented no more than strange puzzles, enigmatic images in which the real content was virtually lost.

'When Picasso realised this, he had to take another step forward. Maybe he hesitated for some time - and this is why the development seemed to have come to a standstill [? - PB]. For the next step was to be a tremendous one. The consequences of it could not be foreseen. Slowly it must have entered into Picasso’s mind that the step was unavoidable, whatever the results. Only a man of his stature, his talents, his daring, his insight could ever have done it.

'And he took the step. He did so when he accepted the failure, and took the consequences. There are no universals. The general, the absolute, is non-existent. And if there are no universal principles, if there are no absolutes, then ... we can understand his hesitation ... then this world is absurd, nonsensical, without meaning.'

After pointing out, rightly, that there was a lot of self mocking absurdity going on at the time (Alfred Jarry being the obvious example) he continues:

'We must realise that the men and women who were involved in these new trends of around 1910 were only very few in number. At the most they could not have numbered more than a thousand. But what was happening was finding a response with an ever-increasing number of people. Picasso, after some years of preparation, had dared to break through the sound-barrier of reality ... and the sonic boom was not only heard at the time but the last reverberations are still around us—if we but listen.' (pp.119-121)

AN ALTERNATIVE VIEW

Now let me admit to a personal interest in all this. Modern Art and the death of a culture was published in 1970 and about that time I attended a lecture Rookmaaker gave in Cambridge, under the title 'Three steps to modern art.' I still remember the rage I felt as, standing in front of particularly beautiful painting by Monet, he invited us to see it as no more than an expression of doubt as to the validity of the appearances of the external world and the supposedly eternal laws of nature. But my rage came to a boiling point when he showed us one of Robert Delaunay's Fenêtres series, dismissing it as a retreat from the revelation of Picasso into a merely decorative abstraction.

I regarded Delaunay's Fenêtres - then, as now, fifty years later - as among the chief glories of twentieth century painting, paintings that, together with the following Soleils and Lunes, were big, pregnant, with possibilities for the future. I had just spent my Summer touring France to see the paintings of Albert Gleizes, and had come back fully persuaded - then, as now, fifty years later - that it was Gleizes, more than Delaunay himself or anyone else, who had been able to develop those possibilities.

As I spluttered out my indignation in the discussion that followed I gave Gleizes's name as the man with the answers to the questions on the meaning of art that Rookmaaker had posed. I think it was surprise that anyone should have mentioned the then quite obscure name of Albert Gleizes, rather than any real malice, that prompted him to reply that he had always thought Gleizes was a very minor, fourth rate painter- which didn't do much to calm my wounded feelings.

At the time it was entirely painting as a thing in itself that interested me. Insofar as I was aware that there was a theological/philosophical dimension to Gleizes's work I didn't pay much attention to it. Had I done so, I might have noticed certain elements Gleizes and Rookmaaker had in common. The paintings of Monet and Delaunay do indeed, as Rookmaaker suggested, represent a shift in the way in which we experience the world. And, as one of his admirers puts it: 'Rookmaaker dared to ask the question "What is at stake in twentieth century art?" As the title of his book suggests, Rookmaaker regarded modern art as a matter of life and death.'
 And so did Albert Gleizes.

Gleizes was one of a group of painters who had developed independently of Picasso and Braque but who were ridiculed as 'Cubists' after showing work in the great public Salon des Indépendants in 1911. They therefore came to be called the 'Salon Cubists' - Gleizes, Fernand Léger, Henri Le Fauconnier, Delaunay and (the one member of the group who did acknowledge the influence of Picasso) Jean Metzinger. Picasso and Braque exhibited in the private gallery of Daniel-Henry Kahnweiler and have therefore been labelled by Mark Antliff the 'Gallery Cubists'.
 The most obvious difference between Salon and Gallery Cubists was the scale and ambition of their subject matter. The Salon Cubists went for large topics, hence the term 'Epic Cubism' coined by Daniel Robbins.
 The Gallery Cubists went for modest subjects, mostly still lifes. Insofar as their Cubism differed from that of Picasso and Braque it was for a long time conventional to claim that, though trying to imitate Picasso and Braque, the Salon Cubists had failed to understand them (it is a convention observed in Rookmaaker's book). They were therefore not 'true Cubists' - which of course is obvious if by 'true Cubism' we mean uniquely what was being done by Picasso and Braque. It is now, happily and not before time, more widely recognised that this was a genuine difference in intention and sense of direction.
  

Gleizes took the view that art embodied a 'state of mind' (état d'esprit) that was the state of mind of its age, common to all other areas of human activity - science, philosophy, agriculture (during the war he became a farmer), industry. This état d'esprit could be likened to Dooyeweerd's 'religious ground motive'. Like Rookmaaker, he saw Cubism as marking the end of a cycle which had started with - or been most fully manifested in - the Italian Renaissance, whose religious ground motive could be called Humanism. Like Rookmaaker he saw Picasso's Cubism as actually being a continuation of the Humanist impulse beyond the point at which it was possible to believe in it and therefore opening up the drive towards Nihilism
 that becomes the main theme of Rookmaaker's book. He was the more aware of this because, both in Paris and New York, he was closely associated with two of the leading figures in this drive towards Nihilism - Francis Picabia and Marcel Duchamp. He was present at the birth of 'New York Dada' and this played an important part in his own conversion to Christianity which occurred in the context of what I have described elsewhere
 as a virtual nervous breakdown, prompted by despair at the war and by the direction his friends were taking in response to it.

The great difference between Gleizes and Rookmaaker in this respect was that, in the process of the dismantling of the Humanist world view Gleizes saw the stumbling beginnings of a new world view, a different religious ground motive. Nothing, he liked to say, resembles a demolition site so much as a building site. What was being demolished was what he would later call 'the subject' - the idea that the artist's job was to copy the external appearances of - or express a subjective opinion about - the external world. What was being built was 'the object' - the painting developed as what it really is - to use the well worn phrase of the painter Maurice Denis (himself deeply unhappy about its implications): 'a flat surface covered with colours arranged in a certain order.'

CUBISM AS A CONSTRUCTIVE FORCE

Gleizes describes what happened in a lecture given in 1931 under the title Art et religion. Cubism starts with a desire to affirm the reality of the subject in its most brutal three dimensional form, hence the 'cube'. It is a reassertion of the classical principle of three dimensional form in reaction to the nebulosity of the Impressionists, Neo-Impressionists (pointillisme) and Fauves. It is - and this is its greatness and importance - a research into form, as opposed to the Impressionist and Post Impressionist emphasis on colour. But the form of the subject, the external appearance, has become suspect. In the age of cinema its eternally frozen nature feels wrong. The fact that, like a photograph, it is only ever seen from one angle, seems false to our actual experience as we move and as the subject moves - an extension of Monet's awareness of the way in which what appears before his eyes changes according to changes in the light. Hence the abandonment of single point perspective and the desire to show the subject from different angles simultaneously. But this, as Gleizes points out, posed radical problems for the construction of the panting, no longer determined by the form of the thing to be depicted, the subject:   

'However, to cobble the fragments together more or less competently we were obliged to take the natural requirements of our canvas or of our panel into account.  These fragments of images in fact held together by virtue of the plane surface which supported them.  We used vertical, diagonal or horizontal lines to limit one fragment of description and we then went on to register the next fragment in the same way, and so on....  Can you see the quid pro quo that was taking place?  On the one hand a descriptive method dependent on external phenomena;  on the other a real, authentic method born from a particular plastic fact  —  the plane, which imposed its formal nature on our attempts to draw the characteristics of something that takes place under completely different plastic conditions.  From this quid pro quo a complete transformation of the classical understanding of form had to emerge.'

It may be noted here that for Gleizes the breakthrough came, not in his own work but in the work of the painters who had remained in Paris during the war. The war had torn what we might call the original Cubist community apart. By a curious chance, the painters most resistant to the influence of Picasso and Braque were scattered. Gleizes, Léger, Villon (Jacques Villon, nom de plume of Gaston Duchamp) and Villon's brother, the sculptor Raymond Duchamp-Villon, were called up. Duchamp-Villon was killed. Léger and Villon continued in the army through the war (as did Picasso's closest associate, Braque). Gleizes was released from military service in 1915 but then went to New York, where he joined Picabia and the third and youngest of the Duchamp brothers, Marcel. Robert and Sonia Delaunay took refuge in Spain.

The painters who remained in Paris were largely foreigners, not liable for military service - Picasso, the Italian Gino Severini, the Spaniard Juan Gris, the Mexican Diego Rivera. Jean Metzinger was called up but served in a hospital as a medical orderly and from 1916 was stationed in Paris and able to paint. The Cubist cause was maintained financially through the faith and generosity of the great (and under-appreciated) art dealer, Léonce Rosenberg.

For Gleizes it was in the wartime work of Metzinger and Gris that a clear principle of construction was beginning to emerge. This was rendered easier because they, impressed by the work of Picasso and Braque (and, apparently, failing to notice the Nihilist revolution accomplished according to Rookmaaker by Picasso) were following them in using the simple, neutral subject matter of the still life. Gleizes in New York was still working on ambitious, large scale subjects, vividly impressed by the pictorial impact of New York itself. He criticised the subject matter of his friends still in Paris in a letter to Henri-Martin Barzun (father of the philosopher Jacques Barzun):

'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 dazzles us [crève les yeux] and rises up to scatter the system's charm ...'

Yet it was these 'little principles just about good enough to describe a very simple object, an inkstand, a box etc.' that were to become the basis of his own teaching in the 1920s, summed up under the terms 'translation' and 'rotation'. This was an organisation of the painting on the basis of vertical and horizontal planes ('translation'), affirming a principle of stability, and planes inclined to the right and to the left ('rotation'), thus precipitating the eye into a movement round the surface.

What was happening was that the attempt to take account of movement in the appearances of the external world had become an actual movement on the part of the viewer - not because the viewer physically moves but because movement is a property of human consciousness. An act of observation and analysis - that's a house, and that's a horse, and that's a tree, and that signifies wealth, the horror of war, the joy of childbirth - has become a participation (Gleizes was later to call some his paintings Supports de contemplation) as the viewer follows the painting's interaction of stability and mobility. As Gleizes's pupil, the potter Anne Dangar, was to put it: 'Every line, every colour, every shape, comes from somewhere and goes somewhere.'
 Which means that, ultimately, the movement of the painting has to be circular, since the moment it passes outside the overall limits, the frame, of the painting the movement stops. The circle - understood as a movement from one thing to another, a series of cadences, not as a static geometrical figure - thus became for Gleizes the key to understanding the mystery of form, hence his admiration for the pre-war 'circular forms' of Robert Delaunay:

'Robert Delaunay even had the intuition of a synthetic form which would replace the form which remains static and fragmentary, whether it is shown in perspective unity or in a multiplicity of points of view.  Of course he is still in space, he is still too visual, of that there is no doubt;  he is too much dominated by the play of sensory impressions but, nonetheless, he suspects the existence of something new;  he begins to touch it, he proclaimed it aloud in his Disques Simultanés.  And that seems to me to be profoundly moving nowadays, when I believe that I have good reasons for understanding what I could not grasp then ... As for myself, I admit that the more I deepen my understanding of the problem of form posed categorically by Cubism in 1911, the more Delaunay’s work reveals its worth.  And that is why I conclude, freely, that among all of us at that time, it was he, sustained solely by gifts of the first order and by his own abundant high spirits, who came closest to the truth.'

COLLAPSE OF HUMANISM: GLEIZES AND DUCHAMP

Gleizes did not regard any of this as really new. The theme of the 'shock of the new' was alien to him. It was bringing to the fore a principle which actually underlay, though it was distorted by, much of the best figurative, post-Renaissance painting. But, more to the point, it was a principle that had been fully manifested, free to act, in other times and other cultures - in particular, with relation to Western Europe, Romanesque art. It characterised, according to Gleizes, a religious experience of the world, a participation in the world, as opposed to a materialist observation of the world. Observation of the world as something external to the observer, and as somehow being 'reality' - more real than the observer - was, for Gleizes, the essence of Humanism:

'Senses on the one hand, observation on the other.  And that is Humanism in a nutshell.  It separates Man away from the world which surrounds him.  Man is reduced to the senses.  The surrounding world exists outside him.  The only thing he can do if he wishes to know it is to observe it, through his senses.  To reason is given the job of untangling the knot of all the complicated relations which are found to exist between the different observations.'

One of the fondest memories of my life is standing in the twilight on a mountainside overlooking the beautiful Vallée du Jabron in the Alpes de Haute Provence and talking with Henri Viaud, founder of the publishing house, Éditions Présence. He had originally started it to publish Gleizes but had subsequently become a pioneer in publishing books by authors such as Henri Le Saux ('Swami Abhisiktananda'), Archimandrite Sophrony, with his account of Saint Silouan of Mount Athos, and the specialist in Iranian Sufism, Henry Corbin. Viaud told me that there had been two major influences on his life - Gleizes, and the Christian philosopher, Nicholas Berdiaev. 'Of course' he said, 'what Gleizes called the object, Berdiaev called the subject; and what Gleizes called the object, Berdiaev called the subject, but they were both saying essentially the same thing.'

I'm not sure that they were always saying essentially the same thing but the basic point Viaud was making remains: both of them were asserting human reality (Heidegger's dasein)
 as the fundamental reality, and the observed world - colour and form - as a function of that human reality. Where Berdiaev saw that as an assertion of the primacy of the 'subject' (you and me in our 'subjective' experience of the world) Gleizes asserted that this was an objective reality, with its own not at all arbitrary laws and principles manifested in the human act - first and foremost the act of the craftsman and farmer - in a practical engagement with the material world, itself a part of that reality and not a 'subject' arbitrarily separated from it. The human act is not an imitation of something other than itself.

I imagine that Rookmaaker, who insisted that every painting needs a subject, who argues that love can only be love of the 'specific', and who was a pioneer in the reaction against so-called 'formalist' art criticism, would have hated that formulation. He would have seen it as a devaluation of the world as created by God. It isn't. It takes nothing from the beauty of the world as we experience it. One could perhaps understand the matter in terms of Herman Dooyeweerd's 'sphere sovereignty'.
 The beauty of the natural world is one 'sphere', operating within one set of plastic conditions; art is another, operating in a completely different set of plastic conditions. The two complement each other because they are both functions of the human sensibility in its ability to realise colour and form. 

Since Gleizes argued that this state of mind and this painting were religious in nature, the question naturally arises of his relations with the Church. Those who knew him in the pre-war Cubist era say he was strongly anticlerical.
 He had been involved with an Association Ernest Renan, which had a mission of popularising a secular culture through poetry readings and street theatre. He was a member of the Abbaye de Créteil - an artistic, mostly literary, commune which also included the future novelist Georges Duhamel and was associated with the 'Unanimism' of the then poet and future novelist and playwright, Jules Romains. Romains's Unanimism followed on a vision he had of the interconnection between all things, seeing the world and human affairs as a single living organism. His book of poems, La Vie unanime, published by the Abbaye, was one of the most influential books of his day.

But perhaps the most important early influence was the poet René Ghil, one time associate of Mallarmé's, whose huge poetic project L'Oeuvre could perhaps be compared with Ezra Pound's Cantos in its ambition and complexity, telling the story of the Universe in terms of the struggle of matter through evolution to attain self consciousness.

All that could be seen as an attempt to realise an all embracing and essentially optimistic world view without having recourse to belief in God. We could suggest that the experience of living with the proto-Dadaism of Duchamp (Gleizes was one of the organisers of the Independents exhibition in New York to which Duchamp submitted his famous urinal) and Picabia persuaded Gleizes of the impossibility of the project - a feeling that Duchamp's 'Ready Mades' were indeed a logical extension of the attempt to achieve meaning through examining the appearances of the external world, through following Cézanne's advice to 'penetrate into what you have in front of you and persevere in expressing yourself as logically as possible.'

It should be stressed that Duchamp's Large Glass - The Bride stripped bare by her bachelors, even was a serious attempt, pursued over many years, to do just that, to penetrate to the fourth dimension, believed to underpin the appearances of the external world. It was an ambition shared by Jean Metzinger, Gleizes's collaborator in writing what was widely regarded as the Cubist manifesto, Du "Cubisme". Gleizes himself was always sceptical about the project but his own ambition to 'crystallise a thousand sensations in an aesthetic order ... [to] give the equivalent of the enormous 'Broadway' – that fantastic river with a thousand currents going against each other, interweaving, rising up over its banks' was just as quixotic. Duchamp's 'Ready Mades' were a response to failure, a gesture of despair, and in the context of a huge, meaningless and murderous war, Gleizes was finding this despair difficult to resist. The year of his conversion - 1918 - was the only year in his life in which he seems to have done almost no painting.

The actual moment of the conversion has been described with variations directly by Mme Gleizes (Juliette Roche), and, probably indirectly from her, by Walter Firpo, painter and poet, and the Benedictine monk, painter and photographer, Dom Angelico Surchamp. This is a composite version, made up of my favourite parts of the three accounts:

According to Mme Gleizes
, she was working tranquilly on a painting of four acrobats when Gleizes burst into her room in a state of great agitation.

According to Dom Angelico
 he then said: 'A terrible thing has happened to me. I have found God. God exists. We cannot do without Him.' (my emphasis - PB)

According to Walter Firpo
, Mme Gleizes 'said in her usual very cool voice: "Well, Albert, don't worry, take a cup of tea and you will soon feel better."'

This - the moment when Gleizes felt humanism could only descend into the Nihilism/Absurdism of Duchamp and Picabia - may be a good moment to revisit the views of Gary Lachman and Rookmaaker outlined at the beginning of this essay. 

BACK TO PICASSO

Rookmaaker gives around 1910 as the date of the crisis he attributes to Picasso, so he is talking about what is usually called 'analytical Cubism'. This is indeed the moment when the coherence of the subject that is being represented breaks down and one can see how Rookmaaker, attaching importance to the subject, would regard this as a catastrophic development. But this period in Picasso's development is also the period of his closest collaboration with Georges Braque, a period when even experts find it difficult to tell their work apart and there is much controversy as to which of the two was first with any of the particular innovations they were introducing. It may be easy to attribute absurdist intentions to Picasso, especially given the strain of mockery - and self mockery - that runs through his later work. It is more difficult to attribute it to Braque, careful and conscientious craftsman as he was throughout his life. All the evidence of the time points to two young men, each delighted with the exuberance of the other's imagination and each convinced they were doing something that had great possibilities for the future.

The real crisis in Picasso's development had already occurred, in the 'African' period, culminating with the Demoiselles d'Avignon. This was a violent rejection of the relatively facile (and eminently saleable) beauty and sentimentality of his earlier 'Blue' and 'Pink' periods. The African paintings were a reaction not just to his own earlier work but also to the currently fashionable 'Fauvism' of Matisse and Derain, which perpetuated a nineteenth century fantasy of a pre-Christian earthly paradise in which naked figures disport themselves freely in a beautiful landscape. Picasso, with his background in Spanish anarchism, wanted to show a much rougher reality. Describing a visit to the Musée d'Ethnographie in the Trocadero to André Malraux, he said: 

'When I went to the old Trocadero, it was disgusting. The Flea Market. The smell. I was all alone. I wanted to get away. But I didn't leave. I stayed. I stayed. I understood that it was very important: something was happening to me, right? ... The Negro pieces ... were against everything - against unknown, threatening spirits. I always looked at fetishes. I understood; I too am against everything. I too believe that everything is unknown, that everything is an enemy! Everything! Not the details - women, children, babies, tobacco, playing - but the whole of it! ... If we give spirits a form, we become independent. Spirits, the unconscious (people weren't talking about that very much), emotion - they're all the same thing. I understood why I was a painter. All alone in that dreadful museum, with masks, dolls made by the redskins, dusty manikins. Les Demoiselles d'Avignon must have come to me that very day, but not at all because of the forms; because it was my first exorcism painting - yes absolutely.'

Rookmaaker sees Picasso's 'Africanism' and animist religion as having in common a sense of identification with the forces of nature. It would be more accurate to see it as a perception of nature, including our own natural feelings as a menacing force. Which is how the German art historian, Wilhelm Worringer, understood non-naturalistic art in his great and highly influential study, first published in 1908, Abstraction and Empathy. It is the Fauvist nudes disporting themselves in a beautiful landscape who have a sense of 'empathy' with nature.

On this reading, the subsequent collaboration with Braque, including the 'analytical Cubist' phase was - at least in its intentions, whatever we may think of the eventual consequences - an unusually 'constructive' period in Picasso's development. 

'Analytical Cubism' corresponds to the phase of Cubism Gleizes characterises as 'multiple perspective', the attempt to convey the real experience we have of the subject, incorporating both what we know about it and what we can see from different angles. But this ambition to present a fuller image of the subject is less obvious in the case of Picasso and Braque than it is in that of the Salon Cubists - especially Metzinger, even if Metzinger praised Picasso as the first person to attempt it.
 Gleizes, when he first saw these paintings, referred to them as 'an impressionism of form which nonetheless they opposed to that of colour.'
   

As the Impressionists and, more methodically, the Neo-Impressionists (Seurat and Signac) had broken down, or analysed, the colour of the subject in front of them in terms of the smallest element the painter could use - the brushstroke, or the point of colour - so Picasso and Braque were doing something similar with the formal elements of the painting, specifically the 'Cézannean' painting they had both been practising beforehand, when the subject had been divided up into small, clearly defined patches of colour which imposed on it a grid like construction (which recurs later in the century in the abstract paintings of Jean René Bazaine, Jean Le Moal, or Alfred Manessier - painters with a specifically religious or spiritual ambition). The raison d'être for Cézanne had been to intensify the colour relations but Picasso and Braque concentrated on the grid like structure as sufficient to itself at the expense both of the colour and the subject. 

It is the next phase, commonly called 'synthetic Cubism', characterised by the papier collé, that Gary Lachman probably has in mind. Lachman is concentrating attention on the subject and it is the subject which, according to Gleizes, comes to the end of the road with Duchamp's Ready Mades. But we have seen how Picasso and Braque had concentrated on modest subjects whereas for Gleizes and his friends Cubism was a means by which ambitious, large scale statements about the world could be made. It might be said in parenthesis that scholars who have taken the trouble to read the newspaper articles neatly glued to the canvasses of the 'synthetic' period maintain that Picasso and Braque too were making large statements about the world, or at least about current politics - the 1912 Balkan wars for example.
 But if the intention was to deliver a message about the Balkan wars, a message only received fifty years after the event, then it obviously failed. What was important and influential was, on the one hand, the treatment of the explicit subject ('mundane articles like cigarette packets' to quote Lachman; 'a very simple object, an inkstand, a box etc.' to quote Gleizes) which led the way to Duchamp; and on the other, the way in which the elements of the composition - simple plane shapes, much more clearly defined than in the 'analytical' phase - were organised which led the way to Gleizes (and, for that matter, to Mondrian, but that is another story. There is no principle in Mondrian's work that can go beyond what he himself achieved). Neither Picasso nor Braque in the event saw their adventure through. They both in their different ways fell back into a conventional subject-orientated idea of painting.

Which is not to say that they were 'wrong'. Only that, following the line of thinking I want to develop in this article, they remained thoroughly ensconced in a post-Renaissance, 'Humanist' mode of thought.

AN UNORTHODOX CONVERSION

But to return to Gleizes's conversion in New York, 'the revelation of Pelham' as his circle liked to call it. Mme Gleizes's offer of a cup of tea didn't do the trick and a religious conviction was to be the basis of all Gleizes's subsequent development. But the old leaven of his anticlericalism was still, initially at least, at work. His first port of call after the conversion could be seen as an extension of the world of René Ghil, the world of the similarly ambitious poet Oscar de Lubicz Milosz and his friend, the esoteric philosopher René Schwaller de Lubicz. Later he would be in sympathetic correspondence with the main contributors to Études traditionnelles, René Guénon and Ananda Coomaraswamy.
 He nonetheless identified himself as a Catholic Christian, but a Catholic Christian persuaded that the Catholic Church had drifted into a materialist mode of thought after the twelfth century. Through the family of Juliette Roche, daughter of a powerful Third Republic minister (she had been brought up in the circle of the Comtesse de Greffühle and Robert Montesquieu, models for two of the chief characters in Proust's A la recherce du temps perdu) Gleizes had access to an excellent theological library, including many of the early Fathers of the Church. He was also mixing with members of the Sorbonne, including the leading physicist Paul Langevin and the circle who were coming to terms with the consequences of Einstein's theory of relativity (hence his use of the terms - also found in Aristotle - 'translation' and 'rotation'). He was particularly impressed with Etienne Gilson's La Philosophie au moyen age, published in 1922, with its emphasis on the transition from 'Realism' to 'Nominalism', which Gleizes saw as corresponding to the transition from the 'rhythmic' Romanesque art to the 'spatial' and figurative Gothic (Gilson was later to feel that he had exaggerated, or oversimplified, the Realist/Nominalist distinction). He had a particular admiration for Dionysius the Areopagite, John Scotus Eriugena and Augustine of Hippo.

All this obviously has a Platonic, or Neo-Platonic ring to it but it is important to stress that Gleizes was not proposing that the artist should represent ideal forms. In a talk given in Poland and Stuttgart in 1932, published under the title Art and Science, Gleizes argued that the physicists of his time were reliving the mediaeval Realist/Nominalist controversy in reverse. He explains:

'At bottom, without our being aware of the fact, it is a situation that presents certain analogies with the doctrinal conflicts of scholastic philosophy.  For in the first group we can see the distinguishing marks of those who were called ‘NOMINALISTS’,  who recognised as real only particular, individualised and consequently sensible entities just in the state in which they are when the senses have received them;  and, in the second group, we can see the marks that distinguished those who were called by the name of ‘REALISTS’, who expressed all the individualised entities that the senses had brought to the consideration of the rational faculty in terms of general ideas, universal principles, a unity beyond reason.  The Nominalists foreshadowed the coming of the classical state of mind, putting all their faith in the senses, while the Realists defended a tradition based on Intelligence.  What do the present-day Nominalists defend?  Where are our Realists headed without knowing?  We have every right to ask the question and we even have some possibility of providing an answer. 

 'Well, I'll give you my opinion frankly.  Our modern Nominalists are defending an intellectual régime which is dying and our Realists are the timid harbingers of an intellectual régime which is being born.  They are both representatives of two opposed ways of thinking about the world, thus, of two states of mind.'

Gleizes developed the argument in a major study, La Forme et l'histoire, published in 1932. This was a cyclical view of history which did not allow for the specificity of any particular religious doctrine. Examples of religious cycles were taken from Buddhism, Hinduism, Islam, prehistoric times (Gavrinis in Brittany, New Grange in Ireland) and contemporary face tattooing in Tahiti, as well as from Christianity. Although Gleizes was an avid reader (and writer) he regarded anything, including religious teaching, that could be expressed in words as a second order phenomenon. What counted was the quality of the human act. This, together with his continued sympathy for Guénon and Coomaraswamy, was to cause difficulties for him when, during and after the war, he did enter into closer relations with the Church.

BENEDICTINES AND THOMISTS

There is a letter from Gleizes, dated 1929 and addressed to a Benedictine monk, in which he declares that the way of the future for the Church lies with the Benedictine tradition with its emphasis on prayer and manual work. He describes his own conversion as based on his experience as a painter:

'A Catholic by birth ... Like many boys of my generation I had only given a very distracted attention to the things of religion; moreover I had judged them, following the spirit of the times, as incompatible with modern knowledge; I was a believer in progress'. But his own craft had obliged him to turn to 'theology which alone clarifies the difference between the absolute and the relative - that deeply affecting simplicity which allows no confusion between cause and effect ... the moment when God taught me that without Him, all philosophical speculations and scientific calculations are in vain ...'

The aspiration towards the Absolute was built into human nature and explains both the aspiration of the scientist to a universal knowledge and his own ambition to incorporate ever larger subjects into his painting as well as the Unanimism of Jules Romains and René Ghil's attempt at a poetic synthesis of the history of the Universe (a word that means, as Gleizes liked to remind us, 'the one that turns'). We might also be reminded of Picasso's horror of 'the whole of it'. But the Absolute could not be achieved by the ever greater accumulation of data concerning the outside world, by attempting to expand the relative to the largest possible size. The problem of the relation between Absolute and Relative was a religious problem. Relative and Absolute were inseparable, yet no amount of relatives could add up to an Absolute. Yet it is only in relation to the Absolute that the relative acquires its full human value.

In both the philosophical and scientific worlds there were signs of an awareness of the problem:

'In the circles of the intellectuals religion is again becoming necessary to them, they are turning towards it. But by what door do they think of entering in? By the easiest, that which demands the least by way of renunciation, the least humility, that in which, on the very threshold, all the intellectual values of the urban university are to be found, where Aristotle's philosophy rules supreme, where they are taught, as a priest told me one day, seeming to think it the most natural thing in the world, that in Heaven St Augustine barely touches St Thomas's ankle. In a word, the Dominican door ...

'The real door ... that will open on the order of St Benedict, exclusively theological and for that very reason guardian of a way of doing things that is living, in accordance with the scale of magnitudes of the individual – work with the hands as the necessary complement to intellectual work, authority given to the agricultural countryside and restoration of monastic schools in which culture and technique are defined so well in the two categories of the trivium and quadrivium.'

Gleizes's refusal of the thirteenth century in general and of Thomas in particular put him out of sympathy with the mainstream of twentieth century Catholic religious art, even when (as in the case of Eric Gill, greatly admired as he was by Coomaraswamy) it shared his rejection of the Renaissance and his emphasis on the manual crafts. Those who rejected 'the Renaissance' tended to turn (like the 'Pre-Raphaelites' before them) to the early Renaissance, the 'Italian primitives' of the thirteenth century. Two notable examples were the old 'Nabi' painter Maurice Denis and Gleizes's friend from the days of pre-war cubism, the Italian Futurist Gino Severini. After making a distinguished contribution to the wartime Cubist group gathered round Léonce Rosenberg, Severini had called for a return to what he called 'Classicism', a geometrically based art which respected fully the laws of single point perspective but aimed to renew with the purity and simplicity of the thirteenth century.
 Severini secured the enthusiastic support of the leading Thomist theorist, greatly admired by Gill, Jacques Maritain and was given many commissions for church decoration in the 1920s and 30s, especially in Switzerland and Italy. Denis in the 1920s had established the Ateliers d'Art Sacré, also arguing for a 'modern' approach to church decoration. Inbuilt into the proposal was a philosophical formation on the basis of Thomism.

In the immediate aftermath of the War the Dominicans Frs Pie Raymond Régamey and Marie-Alain Couturier (associated in the interwar years with Denis's Ateliers d'Art Sacré) launched a programme of employing well-known artists - famously Léger, Le Corbusier and Matisse - in the work of church building and decoration. It looked for a brief moment as if Gleizes could benefit from this development but relations soon soured. Régamey in particular was deeply hostile to Gleizes. He was championing the ideals of freedom and variety of expression among artists and he accused Gleizes, with his insistence on the 'laws' of the organisation of the picture plane and the interaction of colours, of 'desiccated academism', of wanting to impose a new straitjacket on the freedom of the artist: 'the craft you talk about isn't "the craft", with a universal value – but your own conception of the craft, that there is also Braque's craft, Picasso's craft, Manessier's craft etc etc ...'

Régamey was especially annoyed with Gleizes's insistence that a truly human art had to take account of the human property of time, of mobility:

'Gleizes does not want the contemplative, placing himself at the necessary distance, to embrace the whole of the painting with a single glance. That is a passive and profane attitude. As for us, we find every day that it can be eminently contemplative. But no! this eye must wander and turn about the surface, following the directions of the cadence to finish up at rest in the "rhythm" of Eternity.'

Gleizes did, however, receive support in the post-war period from the Benedictine Abbey of Ste Marie de la Pierre-qui-Vire and especially the young monk - a novice when he first made contact with Gleizes - Angelico Surchamp and his brother Dom Claude Nesmy. Gleizes can thus be regarded as godfather to Dom Angelico's extraordinary publishing venture, the Zodiaque series of books on Romanesque art. Soon afterwards, towards the end of his life (he died in 1953) he entered into contact with the group of Jesuits based in Fourvière, in Lyon, who were responsible for the Sources Chrétiennes series of scholarly texts and French translations of the early Greek and Latin Fathers of the Church. Through them he secured his only commission from the Church - at least the only one actually realised - for a fresco in the church of the new Jesuit seminary of Les Fontaines, Chantilly. By way of contrast to Régamey, Fr Viktor Fontoynont, 'the first “godfather” of the Fourvière group and the original architect of the Sources Chrétiennes project' was reported as saying, when he saw the maquette for Gleizes's fresco: 

'See how the true tradition of Christian iconography is appearing once again in its simplicity. The human figure is transcended [dépassée] without being eliminated [évincée]; symbolism and history are brought together easily in harmony and rhythm.'

As for Dom Angelico, shortly before his death he wrote:

'Gleizes said: "The modern movement brings us back not to traditions but to Tradition." Well, if we study primitive arts we see that they evoke the same principles. We find spirals and concentric circles at Gavrinis and New Grange, on the megaliths, on Chinese pottery or in Africa, as well as on the tympanums of Vézélay or Autun. That is the tradition which uses these signs that are inscribed in our humanity at its deepest level, but which have been more and more hidden from us through the imitation of nature. To the static nature of classical art the dynamism of the primitive arts stands opposed. Mobility and rhythm are essential in the earliest art because they show us life, and God is the Living, the source of Life.

'I owe everything to Gleizes and his influence on me remains profound. Firstly on the technical level. The works of the studio while it existed [L'Atelier du Coeur-Meurtry, established in the Abbey while he was working with Gleizes, in 1948 - PB] was proof that this technique does nothing to inhibit our own distinct personalities. And then, fundamentally, he brought me back to the Fathers of the Church, above all to Saint Augustine, and Romanesque iconography changed me utterly. Nevertheless it was from Gleizes that I received the keys to understanding it.'
 
It would of course be impossible to argue that anything like the change in state of mind Gleizes saw as the way of the future has been accomplished. But the present state of the visual arts is not so healthy as to prove definitively that he was wrong. Rookmaaker's book, fifty years old as it is, describes a malaise that is still with us. Unlike virtually any other period we can think of, the twentieth century, still less the twenty-first, seems to lack a coherent style, a coherent sense of purpose. There did seem to be a sense of a collective future, a collective adventure in painting prior to the First World War. Traces of it continued in the inter-war period but since the Second World War it just seems to have been one thing, one fashion, after another. We could celebrate this as an unprecedented age of freedom and variety but equally we could complain that it is going nowhere. It would, however, be difficult to point to any twentieth century artist with a more coherent sense of a possible direction for painting in relation to the whole of our intellectual life, than Albert Gleizes. His analysis of the problem we face is not a million miles removed from that of Rookmaaker. Unlike Rookmaaker, though, he proposed a solution. 
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