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ABSTRACT
This honors thesis is a translation from French to English of the writer Michel Butor’s art
historical survey titled 105 Oeuvres Décisives de la Peinture Occidentale. I have translated the
final fifty pages, which roughly covers modern art, beginning with Post-Impressionism. The
introduction covers the background to the book, problems of translation, and a note about wordimage relationships and what this thesis represents to me.
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Introduction

Flipping through its pages at a bookstore, 105 Decisive Works of Occidental Art by
Michel Butor may seem like a typical art history survey at first glance. Instead, it is a very
original book, written in a refreshing style compared to other major surveys. Above all, what
makes this book stand out is that the author is a fiction writer with a passion for art history. Butor
uses a wide variety of figurative language and literary techniques to make his analyses come to
life. Each subtitled paragraph reads like a little prose poem, with variations on an original theme.
Michel Butor grew up near Lille and studied philosophy at the Sorbonne. He went on to
have a long career teaching in over five different countries, along with a prolific writing career
(Rambures). He wrote in an experimental style, such as in one novel called Second Thoughts
where he exclusively used the second person. His novels are often associated with the Nouveau
Roman movement, but he rejected this comparison. Visual art plays a role in many of his literary
works and he even made his own artist books.
A strong suit of 105 Oeuvres Décisives de la Peinture Occidentale, as Butor’s text is
known in French, is that it lays an emphasis on the connectedness of western art across time,
thoroughly identifying older iconography in modern works. Reading this work, we get a sense
that although modern art represents a breaking from a tradition, it was also only possible through
this tradition, particularly through its Judeo-Christian foundations. Later sections like “Vertigo of
the Bourgeosie” also highlight the socio-political changes that have affected the arts, while the
last section, “Without borders,” lays an emphasis on the international and new forms of art.
Butor’s book contains many exemplary works by famous artists that are nevertheless
often overlooked by typical survey texts. These include The Face of Mae West by Salvador Dalí,
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The Art of Conversation IV by René Magritte, and The Entire Village by Max Ernst. Butor
included a work by Balthus, an artist not so often seen in art history surveys. The Kandinsky
work he chooses dates from 1942, a much later period than is typically represented, as is the case
with Matisse’s late painting The Dance. With these slightly lesser known works, we are able to
analyze with fresh eyes artistic styles whose very particular representations through specific
paintings we may have grown used to as the only defining works. Thus, Butor’s careful selection
is effective as a study seeking to emphasize classic and defining works in an original way.
Nevertheless, we still get iconic works like Pollock’s Lavender Mist and Edward Hopper’s
Nighthawks.
Numerous translation problems arose, which made translating the final fifty pages both
particularly difficult and interesting. Some challenges simply came from differences between
French and English grammar. The solution was often a matter of making an elaborate French
grammatical construction into a more simple English one. In the Georges Seurat analysis, for
example, a sentence goes “Les plans successifs nous apparaissent comme des portants dans un
décor de théâter, et nous avons l’impression de nous promener parmi ces personnages que notres
présence réveille de leur immobilité.” (207). For this sentence, I simplified some of the French
constructions and it became: “Successive planes appear to us like layers of a theatre backdrop,
and we get the impression that we walk among these immobile figures who awaken at our
presence.”
Translating puns and figures of speech (of which French has so many) was another
challenge I faced. These sorts of problems pop up the most with the subtitles Butor gives to the
individual paragraphs that make up the analyses, such as “Vers le Grand Verre” for Duchamp,
and “Le Mou et le Mouvement” for Dalí, both of which were lost in translation.
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An interesting problem of translation arose in describing Magritte’s painting L’art de
Conversation IV, which figures French words in the painting itself, as does Basquait’s painting
Notary. For these analyses, of course, the French words had to be both translated and left
untranslated.
Betraying his literary background, Butor uses a wealth of descriptive language in his
analyses. Some of this description is very extensive and demonstrates an attempt to recapture
how passionate he feels about the piece through his extensive use of metaphors, personal
anecdotes, and references. Passages as descriptive and figurative as this one about Signac
abound:

We must be very attentive not only to the always new and revealing framing, but also to
the pictorial matter, a type of optical jelly, as objects and figures overflow with juices,
sweating colors. (208)

In literature, the vivid description of visual art in literary works is known as ekphrasis,
which began as an ancient Greek rhetorical technique and means to “bring before the eyes”
(Krieger). In the context of an art historical analysis, these ekphrastic techniques of vivid
description take on a different power and importance, since they are accompanied by much more
detailed information about a real artwork than is usually the case in ekphrastic scenes in
literature. Moreover, the relationship between words and images in the arts was in the past
conceived of as a battle (Mitchell), but as Butor’s analysis of Basquait’s word-filled Notary
suggests, modern art and new multimedia forms mark a new, more friendly and symbiotic
relationship between the arts.
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Michel Butor’s double role as art historian and writer exemplifies the trend in the
twentieth and twenty-first centuries of literary figures acting as critics and historians of visual
art. Double art historical and literary figures as central as Clement Greenberg, Michael Fried, and
T.J. Clark, as well as poets like John Ashbery and Frank O’Hara are some of the famous
examples. For a long time, writers have gone to the visual arts to find inspiration and to get
perspective on what it means to be an “artist” in a particular society. Even specific aesthetic and
stylistic developments often happen in movements whose members, if the movement is dynamic
and far-reaching enough, work in a vast variety of different media. Often for modern art
movements this even involved creating new types of media altogether. Theoretical works about
word and image relationships, from Lessing’s famous Laocöon in the eighteenth century, to
Murray Krieger’s twentieth century study, to W.J.T. Mitchell’s contemporary critical theory
take, have all emphasized the fundamental differences and rivalries between the media. Lessing’s
original statement of these fundamental differences was that language is a linear, time-based
medium while visual arts are static and based on space, and ekphrasis is often seen as a static
pause in an otherwise moving story, attempting to eliminate these differences. The descriptive
and analytic language of a work of art history, however, complicates these dichotomies, as it can
be vividly descriptive, very spatially specific as it describes a work of art, and can move
chronologically, in precise historical analysis. Therefore, a literary-style work of art history is a
particularly good place to look for a blurring of these boundaries.
Much of the discussion of modern art, especially in the formalist analysis of writers like
Clement Greenberg, has emphasized that in the modern era the arts begin to embrace the
particular effects to their own medium. Greenberg uses the flatness of abstraction and the
phonetic play of language in Mallarmé’s poetry as two examples. I would argue, however, that
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Butor’s analyses of the twenty-four works of modern art translated here suggest that in the
always-evolving world of the arts and their appreciation and their history, the two sides are
coming together in a world that is increasingly multicultural and untraditional, and where the
only really sure thing about “The Arts”, like different cultures and peoples on the earth today, is
that they are unified as sort of a single thing, somehow, deep down. New fields like cultural
studies point to the multimedia future of cultural education, and this book is a great example of
these formerly separate disciplines coming together.
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Chapter 1
Rousseau-Seurat-Bonnard

Henri Rousseau, called le Douanier Rousseau, Myself: Portrait-Landscape, 1890

Figure 1. Rousseau, Henri, Myself: Portrait-Landscape, 1890, National Gallery in Prague,
Oil on Canvas, 146 x 113 cm, https://www.tate.org.uk/whats-on/tatemodern/exhibition/henri-rousseau-jungles-paris/henri-rousseau-jungles-paris-room-2.
Accessed March 2019.
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The Charm of le Douanier

Rousseau is at once very knowing and very naïve, which gives his work a great charm.
We sense the genius, but also the weakness; we get the impression that he is on our level, and
even in certain ways that we are smarter than him. But this is all a part of his mischief.

The Status of the Painter

The “Customs Officer,” who incidentally was never a customs officer but worked for the
tax collector at one of the barriers of Paris – which still existed during my childhood, presents
himself in a black suit against the background of a complex landscape. It consists of a Parisian
suburb from where we see the Eiffel tower, with a boat displaying multiple flags. The painter is
wearing an artist’s beret, emblem of his dream profession, even though it was a period when
artists were no longer wearing them. He looks dressed up because of his impeccable black outfit,
sporting a badge on the lapel of his jacket. In his left hand he holds a palette on which we can
read the names of his two successive spouses: “Clémence and Joséphine”.
All of these characteristics valorize the vision of the “modern” artist who represents his
own period, while “classic” painting represented mythological or religious subjects.

A Bath of Modernity

The sky is strange, a light blue over which pass clouds that seem to cut it into pieces;
these clouds create an effect like neckties on the blue canvas. The sun is out of place because,
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with its red color, it is situated far too high in relation to the horizon. It also seems like a
hollowed breach in the atmosphere. It certainly has receded very far into the background.

Coupled with the red sphere of the enigmatic sun is a figure to the right reminiscent of a
hot-air balloon, a motif that impressed Rousseau very much since it can be found in a number of
his paintings.
Clues to modernity: the balloon, the Eiffel tower, in addition to the bridge in front of
which the artist stands, a metallic bridge with balustrades, not to mention the chimneys of the
houses, which are pipes.

The Grammar of Voyage

The boat is decorated with a French flag on the bowsprit, yet a British flag tops the mast,
or more precisely a red flag with the Union Jack, emblem of the British Empire. Other flags
hanging on the ropes represent the naval alphabet that allowed sailors to communicate amongst
themselves. Their figures are imagined by Rousseau; it is doubtful that he consulted a maritime
dictionary or that there is a secret message to be decoded in a great secret inscription. The
ensemble of these flags constitutes a collection of tiny geometric pictures, of pre-Mondrian
minuscules. It is an exposition in painting, like an alphabet of sea-voyage.
The universe depicted here by Rousseau is very close to that of Jules Verne, whom he
had evidently never read. Behind the boat, the foliage to the right is treated in a very detailed
manner, leaf by leaf, transparent and opening onto the horizon.
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Dream Embankment

Standing on a quay with massive shoes that do not really rest on the ground, the artist
appears to be on tip-toes, an immense statue next to the small figures walking below. In the
distance, we can distinguish other figures, considerably smaller, and in front of a wall in which
there are circular holes like luminescent portholes, walks an even smaller figure. The painter
gently takes flight, as in a dream. The modernity of his eye opens onto surreality. With this ship,
he departs for his imaginary hunts and musicians over the horizon.

10

Georges Seurat, A Sunday Afternoon on the Grande Jatte, 1884-1886

Figure 2. Seurat, Georges, Sunday Afternoon on the Grande Jatte, 1884-1886, Art Institute
of Chicago, Oil on Canvas, 207 x 308 cm, https://www.artic.edu/artworks/27992/a-sundayon-la-grande-jatte-1884. Accessed March 2019.

Neo

Neo-impressionism tends to focalize the impression through a construction of tiny
squares of lively colors in very small brushstrokes. This constraining technique leads Seurat to a
schematic drawing that very often, but not always, renders the figures stiff and immobile. He
seeks to resolve this problem of a new representation of movement in a picture like Le Cirque,
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conserved at the Musée d’Orsay. Certain figures are seen in profile with an emphasis on what at
the time was known as “tournure” or bustle, a type of basket that ladies put in the back of their
belts so that their skirts fell into a magnificent curvature. The bustle goes along with a tightly
laced corset. These accessories encircle the female body, wrapped in ribbons, in a sort of painful
hyperfemininity.

Irony

These bourgeois figures and the workers walking or relaxing in a park are anonymous
silhouettes, social types.
Several appear frozen, as if in an instantaneous photograph. This is the case with the man
sitting with his extremely fine cane and his hat glued onto his head. A lady with a bustle,
standing straight with a red umbrella, comes towards us in the company of a little girl who has
the appearance of wooden cone – which does not detract from her liveliness - looking over in our
direction, very wise and proper. The curious symmetrical form that is seen from behind on the
left, with a white cap encircled by a red turban falling down into a scarf, is a seated woman.
Behind the lady holding a marmoset on a leash in one hand, and her umbrella in the other, we
can see her husband, a bit paunchy, upon whom she seems to be silhouetted: a flower at the
buttonhole, following the fashion of the time, and a coat on her arm, the woman holding a cane
in her hand, the man a cigar. An effort is required to notice all of these details, to penetrate it one
must observe it for some time.
Certain elements lend a sense of movement to the whole: the small pug getting warmed
up, the marmoset with the arched back, and the little girl dancing between the trees. The
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canoeists are also there in order to give the impression of movement and effort, like the little
swaying tugboat and the sails giving the impression of wind. Finally, notice the musician in the
midst of playing a valved trombone: he gives noise to this silent landscape where, nevertheless,
the water and the boats splash.

Vaporization

The neo-impressionist technique is made to dazzle. When we approach the picture, the
contrast between points becomes very violent, and the image is wiped out. In order to reconstruct
it we have to step back to an appropriate distance. It’s as if we are inside of the landscape on a
shining summer afternoon, and we leave it so that we can see it.
The Parisian population comes to life on the Island of the Grande Jatte, like a spectator in
front of a painting. The Grande Jatte is like a bowl of fresh milk. For Seurat, a painting is a
cloud, a vaporization of surface. Successive planes appear to us like layers of a theatre backdrop,
and we get the impression that we walk among these immobile figures who awaken at our
presence.
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Pierre Bonnard, Signac and his Friends, 1924

Figure 3. Bonnard, Pierre, Signac and His Friends, 1924, The Museum for Modern Art in
Zurich, Oil on Canvas, 124 x 139 cm, https://www.paintingstar.com/item-signac-and-hisfriends-sailing-s107161.html. Accessed March 2019.

Signac

The schools follow and fight one another: Signac is a neo-impressionist or pointillist,
friend of Seurat. Bonnard is a Nabi, like Vuillard and Maurice Denis. But that does not stop their
mutual good will. As different as their work is, Bonnard and Signac are friends, and each is
interested in what the other does.
Signac arranges squares of lively colors next to each other in order to capture the light of
Mediterranean ports, which leads to very geometric compositions. He was very politically
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engaged and certainly had a remarkable influence. Bonnard is more discreet with his extremely
supple touch and furtive, completely oblique design.

A Painter at the Helm

The canvas here only shows us a part of the boat: the cover of the stairs in the foreground
that allow access to the cabin; the mast silhouetted by a great triangular sail occupying most of
the right half of the composition, canvas on canvas. On the deck we see four figures: in the
center, firmly holding the steer and looking right before him, Signac, the owner of the boat,
simultaneously surveys his route and Bonnard, who is invisible in the process of painting the
scene; the two others are women with hats, and the fourth, wearing sailor’s pants on the stern, is
undoubtedly doing some nautical maneuver.

The Sweets of the Storm

The sea is quite agitated; its waves are curved and its color is dark. The weather is
menacing. A ray of sunlight illuminates the mast and the rail as it passes across the clouds.

Above this thick sea, we can distinguish a typical Mediterranean landscape, the rocky
coasts with suspended houses. Barely outlined on the left is another boat navigating with quite a
different sail. In the background, we see a pink and blue sky announcing a storm, but
nevertheless a very beautiful one, sweet and habitable, a mistral of benedictions.
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The Cuisine of Colors

We must be very attentive not only to the always new and revealing framing, but also to
the pictorial matter, a type of optical jelly, as objects and figures overflow with juices, sweating
colors. Look at the nearly black sea, and all of the variations on white, the sail, the hats, the
deckchairs, the bridge, the edges, and finally the buoy. The boat becomes a buffet for a white
tasting.

16

Chapter 2
Klimt-Schiele-Matisse
Gustav Klimt, Field of Poppies, 1907

Figure 4. Klimt, Gustav, Field of Poppies, 1907, Belvedere Austrian Gallery, Oil on Canvas,
110 x 110 cm, https://www.1st-art-gallery.com/Gustav-Klimt/Poppy-Field.html. Accessed
March 2019.

Incognito in Paris

In the 20th century, until the end of the Second World War, the French had nothing but
contempt for painters who hadn’t gone through Paris. You could go back to your home or move
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elsewhere, but you had to have an imprimatur. It was evidently better to stay in Paris, like for the
painters Picasso, Juan Gris, Miró, Ernst, Dalí, Mondrian… who were all adopted by the French.
Klimt did not follow this path. It was only after the avant-garde moved to America that
he became a part of the picture.

The Stoclet Palace at Brussels

One of his most remarkable works is the décor of the Brussels palace of a banker,
Adolphe Stoclet, created with rich materials: on a background of white marble, painted elements
neighbor incrusted mosaics of enamel and gold; we see hieratic figures isolated or interlaced, in
an aesthetic recalling Byzantium, dressed in sumptuous costumes with stunningly varied
geometric motifs.
The gold of the bank metamorphoses itself into spiraling vegetation charged with flowers
and imaginary fruits. Everything becomes splendor.
In this décor for an ideal society, feminine figures dissolve, with the exception of often
tense faces and hands. Their robes merge so thoroughly with what surrounds them that the
architecture itself becomes their clothing. Klimt’s woman is at once happy and tortured,
consoling and worrying. It is a modern mythology inspired by Wagner.

Living Landscapes

At the end of his life, Klimt increasingly gives his landscapes the appearance of hanging
vegetables, a little like the background of tapestries of the late Middle Ages. In some there are
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houses, while others are only prairies and endless orchards; the sun, naturally horizontal,
straightens out and thus looks to us like a wall. Sometimes there is no longer a horizon at all.
Trunks of some of the trees descend to the ground outside of the composition.
A sustained attention here allows us to distinguish apple trees and their fruits amid this
profusion of poppies turned flamboyant, fixed eyes. Some of these gardens, through tricks of
framing and perspective, prolong themselves to infinity. They give off seeds and cuttings that
exceed and escape all frontiers.

Egon Schiele, The Family, 1918

Figure 5. Schiele, Egon, La Famille, 1918, Austrian Gallery Belvedere, Oil on Canvas, 152 x
162 cm, http://www.egon-schiele.com/the-family.jsp. Accessed March 2019.
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The Sadness of the Body

Schiele pushes to the extreme certain tendencies of his friend Klimt. With the latter, the
flesh is tormented, but can also be happy as in his famous kiss paintings. Often with Schiele
everything is contorted. He adheres to a pictorial tradition that seeks to represent suffering, to
find its beauty without hiding its horror – a tradition that dates back to representations of
martyrs. Schiele paints extremely skinny or suffering beings, in pain, sick, injured and in
uncomfortable positions, who cannot find a find a pose that can be held pleasantly. These figures
of our society can act as intercessors in order to deliver us from our own suffering – they are
scapegoats.

Familial Relief

In The Family, Schiele, although skinny, is represented in good form. His wife is
completely naked, and the result of this union is the charming toddler painted in the foreground.
This work is one of happiest that he created. We surprise the couple as they are almost finished
undressing. The man and the woman are surrounded by clothing they just took off. The feet of
both are still covered. The little dreaming boy, who shoots an empty glance of curiosity at the
reality he discovers, is himself completely dressed.
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Naked Before and Naked After

There is the nude of Greek Antiquity: the gods and heroes are nude, even if they
sometimes take on a provisory piece of clothing, and there is the nude of the painter’s studio
(with Courbet and Delacroix, for example), where women are represented not like goddesses, but
like real models that are necessary for the artist to paint his or her historical paintings and
mythological reveries. This nudity is a parenthesis between two clothed moments.
Here the family appears in the middle of their recently abandoned clothing. The woman
recalls Suzanne and the Elders by Tintoretto, which can be seen at the Kunsthistorisches
Museum in Vienna, with her voluptuous body which is a sort of cast for this one, the corsage
guarding the form of the breasts.
We could even say that the figures are clothed in their flesh. They are skinny but plump.

After the Debacle

The figures are rid of the rags that they will definitely need to put back on in a moment.
The child, for his part, doesn’t have these problems yet. For him, clothing does not have
importance; it could even amuse him. We could almost imagine that he would be better-dressed
than his parents.
In the 1900s, Vienna was an aesthetically brilliant city, a center of terrific fermentation.
However, this is in the twilight of the Austro-Hungarian Empire, fallen to pieces after the Treaty
of Versailles. Schiele places himself above this twilight. He projects himself into the collapse of
this world, but through the child he announces what will come next, a renaissance.
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Henri Matisse, The Dance, 1932-33

Figure 6. Matisse, Henri, The Dance, 1932-33, Barnes Foundation, Philadelphia, Oil on
Canvas, 338 x 441 cm, https://collection.barnesfoundation.org/objects/6967/The-Dance/.
Accessed March 2019.

The doctor Albert Barnes, an ophthalmologist, perfected Argyrol, an ocular antiseptic;
before, people were content with orange juice. It was through this invention that he made his
fortune. Through the Steins, Gertrude, Leo, and Michel, who were remarkable art lovers and
partial discoverers of Matisse and of Picasso, Barnes became interested in modern painting, and
assembled an enormous collection for which he constructed a foundation in Merion, outside
Philadelphia. He was interested above all in Cézanne, Renoir (one hundred works) and Matisse,
and was advised for a period by the sculptor Jacques Lipchitz.
Barnes tried to offer his collection to a university in Philadelphia to create an art museum,
but they refused, denying that its contents were art. Furious, Barnes then closed his collection to
all academics. He created a school of art where only members could see the paintings, and
prohibited photographs.
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Later, the inheritors of Barnes were obliged to soften these rules because the foundation
could not continue to be exempt from taxes if it was not at least a bit open to the public. Before
then, to see the collection one had to set up an appointment – a part was open in the morning, a
part in the afternoon – and had to get in by eleven o’clock in the morning to hope to see
anything.
In addition, it was forbidden to remove works or change their position. However, at a
certain point the building housing the works had to be restored. Then, thereafter a part of the
Barnes collection could be shown in expositions around the world. It was at this moment that
many works could be photographed for the first time.

Dance in All of Its States

Barnes very much admired Matisse; in his collection he was the living painter par
excellence. When Barnes had his foundation built, he commissioned Matisse because of his
famous Moscow painting, a decoration on the theme of dance for a wall in the central part of the
building, formed by three great alcoves assembled together. The site of installation, quite
complicated, posed a serious compositional problem. Once the work was completed, Matisse
noticed that there was an error in the dimensions, small but enough to stop the installation.
Everything had to be redone with correct measurements. Rather than adapting the work that he’d
done to the wall, he painted an entirely different composition. The first is at the Musée d’Art
Modern de la Ville de Paris, the second at Merion.
This second version is frenzied, Dionysiac. There we see female bodies with circles to
indicate the placement of the breasts. One of the figures is completely reversed. The background
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is formed of large black, blue, and pink rays. The principle is the same for the two versions but
they turned out very differently.

The Seated Dancers

In each of the horizontal passages between the three arcs is located a seated figure
observing the others: are they there to rest or to enjoy the dance through their own eyes in front
of everyone? They are our intermediaries whom we look at from below the suspended figures,
the dancing couples inside the arcs. The dancers do not have hands; their arms end either by a
point, or by a cross-section, as if the hand was cut off. This absence allows Matisse to render the
figures more daring, because their movement extends from both sides to infinity. They appear as
cut-outs on a measured sky.
It is from The Dance in Merion that Matisse began to cut out colored paper in order to
create collages very different from those of the cubists or surrealists. This technique permitted
him to have united flat tints, in pure hues, without a model. Whereas in many works the
brushstroke is very important, here it is eliminated. In this dance, the figures are like cut-outs, but
with leftover features that betray the otherwise eliminated brushstrokes.
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Chapter 3
Picasso-Duchamp-Braque

Pablo Picasso, Guernica, 1937

Figure 7. Picasso, Pablo, Guernica, 1937, The Reina Sofia Museum, Madrid, Oil on Canvas,
350 x 780 cm, http://www.transpositions.co.uk/picassos-guernica-propaganda-art-orrevelation/. Accessed March 2019.

A Village

We stand before a political painting of massive dimensions. Picasso painted it for the
pavilion of the Spanish Republic (while he was already dying) on the occasion of the Exposition
International des Arts et Techniques organized in Paris in 1937. In the years preceding, he went
through a very complicated period in his love life. He notably divorced his first wife, Olga, the
dancer of the Ballets Russes. For about a year he dedicated himself less to painting and wrote
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surrealist poems. It was the bombardment of Guernica, started by the Spanish nationalists and
continued by Nazi Germany and fascist Italy, that compelled him to return to painting.
Today Guernica is a seaside resort, but it was the traditional capital of the Basque
Country. A great oak designates the location where the representatives of the seven Basque
provinces meet, three of which are located in France and four in Spain. One of the numerous
problems of contemporary Spain is that in Navarre, one of the seven ancient provinces, Basque is
no longer spoken at all, and the Spanish government does not want to acknowledge it.

Black and White

Picasso was not Basque. He was born in Malaga in Andalousia, spent his childhood in La
Corogne, at the extreme northwest of Spain, and his youth in Barcelona in Catalogne. He then
traveled around this land of the ancient language. The bombardment ignited him. He spent at
least one year making preparatory designs to finally arrive at this work which, when it was
revealed, was like a thunder-clap to painting. Some versions were gray, but the vast majority
were black and white. It was said that for Picasso the atrocity abolished color.

Aggression

Lost figures cover the canvas, along with two animals. A woman on the left cries with her
child in her hands. A man on the right, obviously injured, seems to be sinking into an abyss. On
top appear a great face with an arm holding a petroleum lamp, another woman stretching towards
a panicking horse, and, above, a figure in pieces with their arms and legs cut off. On the center-
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left, below an electronic light bulb protected by a sort of reflector, there is a frightened horse and
a bull’s head, or more exactly a protome. A number of faces sport the signature mark of a whole
period of Picasso’s work, with two eyes on the same side of the face giving a squashed look, an
appearance of surviving despite the explosion. The horse and the bull also show their triangular
teeth, threatening to chomp down.

The Resort to History

The woman with her baby in her arms is like a Pietá. The overall atmosphere recalls the
Massacre of the innocents, a great theme of religious painting, while the dispersed limbs recall
certain works by Goya. The theme of the Resurrection is also alluded to through displays of
bones and bodies. The lamps replace the flames of hell. Picasso integrates his cubism into the
history of painting. Isolating the faces of beings or objects, he recomposes them into a new
figure, which allows him to evoke the ancient in a more synthetic fashion.
The public took the work as a massacre. A massacre of a massacre.

The Two Lamps

We find an old petroleum lamp from Picasso’s childhood, with its protecting glass and
flame, but also an electronic lamp with an incandescent thread in the light bulb, modern at that
time. Time passes between these two modes of lighting, which are also two ways of seeing and
of making the world seen. Their glass expresses their fragility.
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Something fell apart in the horror that can be reconstructed afterwards. Guernica is a
painting that allows Picasso to pursue his own work. It is a question of knowing how to paint
beauty in a world after the war, how to find sweetness after explosions.

Marcel Duchamp, The Bride Stripped Bare by her Bachelors, Even, 1915-1923

Figure 8. Duchamp, Marcel, The Bride Stripped Bare by Her Bachelors, Even, 1915-1923,
Philadelphia Museum of Art, Oil, Varnish, Paper and Lead Wire on Glass, 272 x 175 cm,
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/The_Bride_Stripped_Bare_by_Her_Bachelors,_Even.
Accessed March 2019.
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Towards the Large Glass

The Large Glass is really neither a painting nor a canvas, but nevertheless is a sort of
painting. It was preceded – we could say prefaced – by another work, a canvas this time, titled
The Passage from Virgin to Bride, inspired by the name of a Parisian street in the Invalides
neighborhood called Passage de la Vierge. The next display therefore carries this curious title, in
which the term “Even” signifies the fact that it is all about the work itself, as opposed to the
elements that surround it: sketches, preparatory drawings, and reproductions of all kinds.

The Test of Chance

This is the work itself, but it is incomplete. We know this because Duchamp created a
number of documents in an associated work carrying the same title, but which, in order to
differentiate the work “itself,” is generally called The Green Box (1936). The “bride” is a work
on glass, therefore fragile, and was in fact broken into hundreds of pieces during transport.
Duchamp spent months recreating it, which renders it even more beautiful because the resulting
network of fractures reunites the whole in a wonderful way. The work managed to integrate this
chance shattering into itself.

Neither Abstract nor Figurative

The Great Glass is not abstraction in the typical sense, since we more or less recognize
some objects here, definitely invented and with hidden meanings, but which we feel we could
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almost identify. Notably the detail called “The Chocolate Grinder,” commentated with a pseudoproverb – “The bride crushes her chocolate herself” – which is located on the interior of a
carefully designed and calculated machine.
The Great Glass is constituted with two parts: a glass up high and one below – a trick
that recalls the windows of English or American guillotines. Duchamp created an entire series of
windows around this work.
In the lower portion, titled Single Machine, we see a certain number of allusive forms,
which he calls the “Neuf Moules Mâlic.” The documents of The Green Box permit us to identify
headless figures under this denomination, which represent essential functions in contemporary
society: police officer, priest, groom, etc. They are single males.
The upper part is dedicated to the feminine. There we find the fiancée with her veil. This
form named “the bride or hung female” faintly evokes another famous work by Duchamp, the
Nude Descending a Staircase. Three empty rectangles are drawn in a sort of cloud. Duchamp
was thinking of introducing an inscription there using a new alphabet for which chance played an
important role.

Modern Mythology

Sacred painting invokes Christianity and its themes. However starting in the Renaissance
a different kind of sacred was reintroduced, ancient mythology. With Duchamp, there are other
myths in the repertoire, linked to science, techniques, the machine and to mechanical
development, all with deadpan humor.
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In his interview, he underlines this aspect: “It interests me to introduce the exact and
precise side of science; this has not been done frequently. It was not for love of science that I did
this; on the contrary, it was more to decry it, in a sweet manner, light and without importance.
But the irony was present.”
I could not stop myself from underlining the “classic French” qualities of this work
because Duchamp is a remarkable drawer, a painter of extreme elegance – qualities which we
remark in particular in the very fine articulations of his “moules mâliques.” We get the
impression of seeing sewing patterns, hollow mannequins on which we tailor a suit.
This taste for industrial design, for creating machines, denounces the galloping
industrialization of the twentieth century.

Through the Glass

This work fits into the contemporary world, but is also a window through which we
observe it. Shown in the middle of a museum room since it must be seen from both sides, its
transparency captures the other works on surrounding walls. It is created in order to make visible
something other than itself, particularly the rest of contemporary painting, which Duchamp was
always interested in.
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Georges Braque, Studio with Crane, 1938

Figure 9. Braque, Georges, Studio with Crane, 1938, Private Collection, Oil on canvas, 92 x
92 cm, https://waldina.com/2016/05/13/happy-134th-birthday-georges-braque/georgesbraque-studio-avec-crane/. Accessed March 2019.

The Return of the Skull

We often think of the skull as an image of despair, but in fact, among the other bones,
with what remains when the rest is liquefied or devoured, it can be an image of confidence. The
skull was the catalyst for meditation par excellence for our ancestors. Thus, Chateaubriand tells
us that, in his cell, the abbey of Rancé conserved the skull of his mistress. In the 20 th century, the
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skull returns to the still life, first with Cézanne, and then with Braque and Picasso; support for a
new meditation on the times.

The Tranquil Life

Anglo-Saxons call natures mortes “still life.” Still lifes insist on something else – with us,
death, with them, life. Dutch still lifes are an example of this genre: we attend to the life of
dining, considered a passing activity, which can be interrupted and restarted. “Still” in English
also means silent. The number of past works where we see neglected musical instruments, which
nevertheless wait for the awakening of sound, is particularly striking. “Still,” finally, means
“again.” Life recovers.

The Sense of a Cubist

Like an old master, Braque linked the skull to the pleasures of life that go through the
fives senses. This view is evoked by the palette, the brushes, and the tubes. Moreover, we remark
notice painting knives and spatulas, which make the painting address not only the eyes, but also
the touch. “Do not touch” repeats the museum guard, but the painting invites it, leaving the
smooth for the gritty, the sandy, the relief. The spatula is much more tactile than the brush; it is
almost a sculptor’s instrument. We again distinguish a guitar, which is reconstructed under our
eyes – they are common in cubist paintings. The type of clover visible below is more difficult to
interpret at first sight, but you have to connect it to card games, also common in these paintings.
Therefore here we have the game and its pleasures, with the tactile aspect of the cards. The
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pitcher of water or wine, a choice, appeals to taste, like Picasso’s bottles. Finally, another
classical theme: the pipe for a sense of smell.

The Pedestal Table

This entire collection of objects and sensations is spread on a polygonal table which
functions like a display stand. Remark again the decoration that recalls a place mat on which
objects would be posed to protect and to honor them. This table therefore allows us to see, it is
an ally to the painter. Central and well lit, it is flanked by an easel to which the canvas is fixed.
Behind, a certain number of color planes evoke ordered canvases, some just started, some just
finished. It is inside of the studio that this meditation on painting and death is pursued.
A number of vertical lines divide the objects into two zones of colors or of different
values. These are perceived as an ensemble of facets to which the eye and the mind of the
spectator must readjust, reconstitute. The fact of seeing several sides of the palette, of the skull,
of the guitar, is characteristic of analytical cubism. We must try to fully comprehend the subject.
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Chapter 4
De Chirico-Magritte-Ernst
Giorgio de Chirico, The Conquest of Philosophy, 1913-1914

Figure 10. De Chirico, Giorgio, The Conquest of Philosophy, 1913-14, Art Institute of
Chicago, Oil on canvas, 125 x 99 cm, https://arthistoryproject.com/artists/giorgio-dechirico/the-philosophers-conquest/. Accessed March 2019.

Metaphysical Painting

This is an Italian movement that took form during the First World War. The works of this
period fascinated Breton and other surrealists. They tried to integrate de Chirico into their group.
If he let himself be photographed by them and seemed close to their way of seeing things with
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his representations of mannequins, he always showed himself to be a bit reticent, to the point of
finally breaking with them after a few years.

Titles

De Chirico was also a remarkable writer – this is evident in particular with his titles.
They always had a great evocative power, but above all they created tension with the represented
elements on the canvas, somehow waking them up to another life: The incertitude of the poet, the
brain of a child, the evil genius of a king, the mystery and melancholy of a street, the enigma of
fatality.
These titles recall those that the paintings of Magritte would have later on, but while the
former frequently asked his friends to choose them, de Chirico was the sole author.

Effacements

The subject here is a desert urban landscape, as in most of his canvases of this period,
with great spaces and towers, which could be castle towers of brick or the chimneys of factories.
Before one of these cylinders, we see a little train pass with a plume of smoke, before the other
the sails of a ship. We dream of departure.
One might also think of a catastrophe. Today, this would be an atomic catastrophe. The
figures are effaced but only very recently, because, for example they left their shadows behind
this gray prismatic pillar. At times they turn to statues.
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Cosmic Time and Mathematics

In some of de Chirico’s works, we perceive a blue sky that becomes green in approaching
the horizon, then more luminous, nearly yellow. It is stretched here to create a twilight sky with
very long shadows – it’s the evening rather than the morning. We could also imagine a morning
where we discover nothing in the city.
Above the train appears a clock that marks 1 hour and 28 minutes. Enigmatic, because
this indication does not go with the lighting. In the Second Faust, the clock stops at midnight.
Here it is neither the night nor the middle of the day; the clock is therefore broken, stopped. But
why at this hour? Often in crime novels, the stopped clock indicates the time of the crime. In this
painting, the stopped clock indicates the hour of disaster.
The empty white tube in the foreground to the left recalls a canon, but is really a statue of
a canon with cannonballs posed below. In a number of cities around the world, a small canon
sounds at midday. To the side we see two beautiful artichokes with thorny leaves, doubtless still
raw.

Contemporary Being

Let’s return to the title. The battle of philosophy is time. The philosopher must be capable
of leaving time and of considering it from a kind of eternity. We eat artichoke leaf after leaf,
which is reminiscent of calendars that are written day by day. The artichoke is an equivalent to
clocks and chronometric canons. Here you don’t need to worry about missing your train or boat.
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Nobody is on time in this canvas. One must try to put oneself there, to find a way to be
contemporary. To people this haunted desert of shadows and monuments.

René Magritte, The Art of Conversation IV, 1950

Figure 11. Magritte, René, 1950, The Art of Conversation IV, Swiss Private Collection, Oil
on Canvas, 65 x 81 cm, https://en.wahooart.com/@@/8XYU9E-Rene-Magritte-The-art-ofconversation. Accessed March 2019.

Petrification

The art of Magritte is at times casual, imitating the voluntarily awkward manner of one or
another master; he often chooses a looser execution to make the subject more striking. But
fortunately, in many cases this doesn’t work. He rediscovers the pleasure of painting for our joy.
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A number of stones appear in the world of Magritte. Thus, in a canvas entitled The
Haunted Castle (very different works have the same title), a flashing stone strikes the center of
the sea. If we do not feel the strike, the world would cease to exist.

The Instant of the Title

With Magritte subjects are for the most part unexpected, they are unlikely occurrences,
though the titles are as well. They were often given to him by his Belgian surrealist friends who
at times showed themselves to be great poets.
In general, the title brings our attention to the work and not to him. Certain painters of the
twentieth century voluntarily sought to minimize the significance of their titles, by which they
still had to identify their works at expositions or for transactions, by reducing them to a
“Composition” or utilizing numbers. These were titles that hid themselves. Magritte, alone or
not, exploits the moment of the title as much as possible; he wants brilliant titles, beautiful
expressions with backgrounds.

Decoding

On the interior of the painting, Magritte often adopts the obedient writing of a meticulous
student. We find an example in The Treachery of Images, in which we can read: “This is not a
pipe,” while it is, in actuality, a pipe represented in a conventional manner so as to make it easily
recognizable.
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Here, we have a monumental stone construction contemplated by two figures. We think
of the Stonehenge monument and of the poem of La Légend des siècles by Victor Hugo. If we
observe this collapsing megalithic wall sufficiently, we see letters and words projecting from it.

Trembling of Words

What first appears is the word “rêve” [“dream”] - and I think immediately of the
Baudelaire poem titled La Beauté, in which we can read: “I am beautiful, o mortals! Like a
dream in stone.” But the word does not stay tranquil. A “T” appears to its left, which makes it
read “trêve” [“truce”]. And on the interior of the word “rêve,” “`Ève” is hidden. The petrified
words start to move paradoxically on the interior of our perception.

Self-Portraits

Magritte represents himself in his works, without details as if he were a nobody. We see
him sometimes in profile hidden by a mask or an apple, sometimes straight on, with or without
his bowler hat. He multiplies himself through a crowd that could invade the sky. It starts to rain
Magrittes. Often, as here, it is a matter of finding a companion.
Alone, however, these little Magrittes are commentators. They hold a conversation on
what they see, what they read. The words this prehistoric monument writes through the centuries
of persistence, take on a new weight in their decipherment. “Verba volant, scripta manent”
[“Words fly away, writing stays”]. We are ignorant of the words of the conversation, but we will
never leave the decoded inscriptions. They are part of the wall of centuries.
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Max Ernst, The Entire City, 1935-1936

Figure 12. Ernst, Max, The Entire City, 1935-36, Beyeler Foundation, Oil on Canvas,146 x
113 cm, https://www.wikiart.org/en/max-ernst/the-entire-city-1935. Accessed March 2019.

Collage and Frottage

Max Ernst is a great explorer of pictorial techniques. Here it is a matter of frottage.
We’ve all experimented in school with rubbing a crayon on paper to cover a piece of money,
then feel amazed to see it perfectly recognizable. It is the technique that researchers use to
reproduce cave paintings and petroglyphs.
Ernst tried frottage using all sorts of materials, in particular badly flattened wooden
planks; it was with this technique that he obtained blossoming vegetable forms in his album
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titled Natural History. The Entire Village, of which several variants exist, utilizes objects that no
longer exist today: door slabs placed above and below the locks and handles to prevent the
rubbed surface from getting too dirty. The man is a corrupting figure – a heavy hand on a too
white surface, and voila, excess! These plaques could be glass, but could also be brass railings
stacked together like tiny skyscrapers with windows.

The Urban Material

Here we get the sensation of seeing an antique city with an acropolis, even if we could
also say it looks like an industrial village with lights. We think to Babylon, to Athens, and to
imaginary cities like those evoked by Rimbaud in his Illuminations. The sense of ruins, of a city
resurfacing from the past, is very strong.
This city stands out against twilight skies. In certain versions there is a big sky, yellow or
white, and sometimes a moon. The foreground of foliage is in the same vein as various pre-war
works: The Nymph Écho or Nature at Dawn. These are very different jungles from those of
Rousseau, but just as overwhelming.

The Devouring Vegetation

These are ruins glimpsed after having just crossed a thick jungle filled with monsters and
poisons. They have an extraordinary power of attraction, impossible to resist. You must go and
see them, even reconstruct them. We probably are left with the same feelings as those who
discovered Angkor in Cambodia, beyond false trees called “fromagers”, since their trunks
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contained a substance resembling white cheese instead of wood. These become immense, and
plunge their roots in between stones, gradually destroying monuments. The French school of
archaeology reconstructed many of these, which again fell apart at the time of the Khmer Rouge.
They were later reconstructed anew.
In all of his works created in the years before the war, there is a presentiment of this.
Ernst was German and French; he would later become American after having crossed the ocean
to marry Peggy Guggenheim.
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Chapter 5
Dali-Miró-Balthus
Salvador Dalí, The Face of Mae West Being Used as a Surrealist Apartment, 1934-1935

Figure 13. Dalí, Salvador, The Face of Mae West Being Used as a Surrealist Apartment,
1934-35, Art Institute of Chicago, Gouache on Journal Paper, 28 x 17 cm,
https://www.pinterest.com/pin/536350636843234768/. Accessed March 2019.

Trompe-l’oeil

Different elements of this Hollywood star’s face have been transformed into so many
pieces of furniture of a surrealist salon: the lips become a sofa, the nose a double chimney, with
nostrils in the guise of fireplaces; and on this chimney struts a pendulum seen often in bourgeois
apartments of the time.
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The eyes are framed like two paintings, and represent landscapes recalling those of Victor
Hugo. In the one of the left, we see a river with bridges and towers in the form of steeples; in the
one on the right, countryside. In both, we distinguish little figures with long shadows, not
parallel like they should be, but radiant as if they came from a luminous hall where the pupil of
her eyes would be. Mae West’s hair hangs on a rod that transforms it into curtains. Her neck is
represented by circular steps that are joined by a checkerboard hallway in a very strong
perspective, like that of the ceiling and the lateral paneling. Her face is in two major colors: from
the chin to the nostril chimneys is a floorboard with its boards forming stripes; the red of the
sofa-lips goes on into the wall on which the eye paintings are suspended.

Weakness and Movement

Mae West was the erotic bombshell of the 1930s; later this would be Rita Hayworth, and
then Marilyn Monroe. She was much more plump than the later ones – a comically voluptuous
star. The lips of the sofa are made of comfortable flesh.
All of this relates to the theme of softness, of that which liquifies, which melts. In
painting generally, the model that we take is solid, and painting needs to render it even more
solid, to make it a sculpted monument. But there are also painters of the instant, of fugitivity and
movement. I suddenly think of the magnificent Atalanta and Hippomenes, where the race is
accentuated by the immobilization of an instant to express change and force as much as possible.
With Dalí, we watch the metamorphosis of objects, and therefore these watches that
become softened. Time is no longer mechanical; the hands are twisting, and we give them a sort
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of liberty in relation to ordinary clocks, for example to that which sits at the center of the Mae
West’s chimney.

Anamorphosis

Sometimes objects and bodies melt, stretch out, and spread, notably in paintings about
dreams, with a head lengthening indefinitely. Mae West’s pendants are her hair, which becomes
earrings like collaged drops of water.
In a classic anamorphosis like that which deforms the skull in Holbein’s The
Ambassadors, a vision of a decisive point recomposes it like a petrification of life. A shaken-up
time stops. With Dalí, the skull liquifies, multiplies, and diminishes like a sperm. In Face of the
War, we discover other skulls in the eye sockets of the skull, and this could continue indefinitely.

Playing with References

The perspectives suggest changes of dimension, as if we are getting down to the deepest
material, or navigating through the stars.
I am reminded of a canvas titled The Hallucinogenic Toreador where the Venus de Milo
is shown in a series with changes in lighting, colors, and points of view. She changes so much
that she ends up becoming a toreador. A battalion of flies escapes in minuscule reproductions of
the statue without arms. The entire museum treads in these fantasies.
The paintings of Dalí’s last period evidently became clerical. But these are iconoclastic
icons, with Christ seen from high and low-angle shots, or even suspended in space between
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cubes, contemplated by Gala in a costume of the

17th

century. This aspect of his work

scandalized his old surrealist friends, but these objects are much too subversive and humoristic
for the Spanish church to have recuperated them.

Joan Miró, Still Life with Old Shoes, 1937

Figure 14. Miró, Joan Still Life with Old Shoes, 1937, Museum of Modern Art, New York,
Oil on Canvas, 81 x 117 cm, https://www.moma.org/collection/works/80555. Accessed
March 2019.

Time of Unhappiness

This canvas was painted in 1937, during the Spanish war. It is very different from what
Miró would do after the Second World War. It is a still life, but one in which colors screech one
against another and grate their teeth, proclaiming a period of sadness. We see a shoe, a chunk of
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bread, and a bottle in the process of breaking or melting inside of a fiery kiln. On the left, a fork
with six teeth sinks into a sort of apple turnover whose skin cracks under prongs. We get the
impression that the food is going to bleed.

Periods

Far from the calm in which cubist paintings appear, here the objects are tortured. Next,
Miró will enter into a euphoric dream-world, notably with his series Constellations. In the
beginning, in works like The Farm or Worked Earth, the transformed landscape expresses a
nostalgia for children’s drawings: one with draped trees, another with an eye and an immense
ear, all sorts of animals, some identifiable, others fantastic. All happiness, which we may find
again later, is now gone.

The Skull Below

In this nature morte, the word “morte” or “death” takes on its strongest meaning. The
skull of Vanity, as opposed to the pleasures of the five senses, was gradually replaced by this
one, but it will stay subterranean and then will spring back out of its tomb. Here, the skull is
evoked in particular by a chunk of bread, a Eucharist of misery whose holes are eye-sockets.
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Bathazar Klossowski de Rola, called Balthus, La Rue, 1933

Figure 15. Balthus, The Street, 1933, Museum of Modern Art, New York, Oil on Canvas,
195 x 240 cm, https://www.moma.org/collection/works/80582. Accessed March 2019.

The Deformed Tradition

Not only did Balthus paint in an old style, but he was exposed to well-known models.
These paintings are variations.
The motif is a narrow Parisian street that opens onto the crossroads of Odéon: it recalls
the Commerce-Saint-André Square and opens onto Rohan square: public in the past but closed
today. It includes a Louis XIII building in which Balthus used to have his studio.
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In the place of encounters that is the street, the figures pass without looking at each other.
In the center, a man dressed in white holds a timber that hides his face – a distant souvenir of the
carrying of the Cross. Moving all around him are diverse actors of different ages, though all
fairly young, notably a young woman seen from behind with a black hat decorated with a red
cross. She stretches one hand to the right in an unnatural way. This half-intended awkwardness
adds to the presence of the figures. The young lady passes by a boy who fixes his gaze on the
spectator, but who also seems not to see much of anything; eyes open wide, hand on the heart,
we have the impression that he looks at himself. Behind this first group we see another young
woman from behind with an apron designating her as an employee of the restaurant. The child
sitting on her left arm resembles a marionette. He does not have the normal proportions of a kid
and holds a sailor’s beret.

Embarrassment

On the other side of the painting, a little girl recalling a dwarf because of her giant head –
the opposite of the marionette-child - holds a toy, possibly a racket, while she leans, although we
do not see the threads inside of the racket she uses to bounce a red ball. At the far left, a girl,
around the same age as the boy who looks without seeing, is seized by another and slightly older
boy, who holds her left arm, beginning to lift her skirt with his right hand. He turns towards us,
but his eyes are closed; he is totally engulfed in his erotic attempt, yet with the feeling of
embarrassment that characterizes all the work of Balthus. This is an eroticism of apprehension.
The figures are solidified in a never-ending wait. It seems the act may never happen.
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The Pose

Behind, a thin boy in somber gray overalls and a jersey stands up straight like a quill; on
his head he wears the chef’s hat, indicating that he is a young pastry chef. Immobile, hands in his
pockets, he highlights all of the agitation. He is posing. The work constitutes what in the past
was called a “tableau vivant.” Each was put in his or her place and immobilized, sometimes in a
pose that was not immobile. It is not a moment, but a composition made up of immobilizations.
In the painting academies, the model can mime either rest or movement: race, flight, combat. He
must stand or pose for long hours, often in very uncomfortable poses. All of the Beaux-Arts
students worked in this suspension of time. Here we are in the palace of sleeping beauty, but we
sleep there with open eyes. Delicacy takes us into the clear delight of sleep.
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Chapter 6
Kandinsky-Klee-Mondrian

Wassily Kandinsky, Reciprocal Accord, 1942

Figure 16. Kandinsky, Wassily, Reciprocal Accord, 1942, Pompidou Centre, Paris, Oil and
Ripolin on Canvas, 114 x 146 cm, https://www.wassilykandinsky.net/work-275.php.
Accessed March 2019.

A Quasi-Geometric Work

Born in Moscow, Kandinsky lived for a long time in Germany, which he was forced to
leave in 1933; he passed the last ten years of his life at Neuilly-sur-Sein. This canvas is a later
work, created in an almost clandestine way. On his arrival in France, the tenets of geometric
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abstraction around Mondrian opposed surrealism. Here, we see a sort of reciprocal accord; it is a
quasi-geometric work in so far as we find simple geometric figures like circles and rectangles,
but there are also other more free and organic forms.

The Gray Backgrounds

The canvas is divided into three regions in the manner of a triptych. At first sight we
could believe that there is only one background. In reality, though, it is much more subtle. We
have two major objects (or subjects if you like) of black color, two types of horns, slender below
and flaring out towards the top. The finer part almost touches the frame at the top and bottom.
Between the two is a green-gray, to the right a gray that tends toward yellow, and on the left a
gray tending towards pink.

The Right Horn

The two horns greet one another. Each develops a number of attached elements. Around
the one on the right, we see a panel, which goes towards the center, black but not the same black;
in front of this there is an ensemble complex of bars with commas recalling bananas or folded
sailboats.
Four long poles meet each other below in a tapered form recalling a boat. On the other
side of this horn appears a puddle filled with a network of colored lines on a blue background.
Columns rise up from the lower part, above which ascend three multicolor figures, one of which
resembles a hot-air balloon.
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The Left Horn

The other horn has a red shutter with little skylights of color, squares or rectangles. On
the other side is a wing formed from a dihedral, whose separate planes move away like the pages
of an open journal. Only the right page of this journal passes before the black horn, darkening its
color by taking it as a background, in a transparent effect. Yellow commas spread over this. On
the left page lines are superimposed, geometric memories of the letters in a journal.
Under the red wing faces another horn but in the other direction, with a mosaic of very
soft colors. On top soars a mast - today we would say an antenna – on which hang arms with,
below, a small blue circle like a star, and a sort of quiver with two arrows to the side.

The Center

Coming from the top, there is a sort of ice-cream cone rotating above a group of diverse
colors, next a badge of patchwork and, finally, a rectangle with vertical grids traversed by a
zigzag.

A Trap of Representations

If we want to describe a “non-figurative” work with precision, we must still let figurative
elements into the picture. The simple act of talking about it transforms it; the recognizable must
be introduced so that we can recognize details. At the moment when Kandinsky painted it this
work must have meant many things to him, which the title indicates. Many discourses surround
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something, which seems at first not to have objective references. It is a trap of representations. A
number of previous works bring us boats, coins, landscapes with houses, trees and bridges. In his
final period, we sense that the artist was still trying to distance these representations, but could
only do so marginally. This work permitted him to set up a different figuration.
The metaphors I was compelled to employ to create my description are my own. If
someone sets about to describe the same work, he would doubtless have recourse to other
images. What is important is that the words make me see the canvas, that they be effective. We
could talk of pines or horns; I could hesitate between the terms, and that would lead me towards
different regions. The prize is to travel into the canvas with my own vocabulary, my own
reflections; these are encouraged by forms that recall boats, sails, hot air balloons, horns of
Africa or of South America.
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Paul Klee, Villa R, 1919

Figure 17. Klee, Paul, Villa R, 1919, Fine Arts Museum Basil, Oil on Cardboard, 26 x 22
cm, https://www.wikiart.org/en/paul-klee/villa-r-1919. Accessed March 2019.

Humor and Poetry

Klee was part of a number of avant-garde movements with Kandinsky, like the Blue
Rider, and taught with him at the Bauhaus, a modern art school founded in Weimar in 1919, the
date of this canvas. These first drawings have a very humoristic bent, a constant throughout his
life, and a very poetic side, often underlined by titles inscribed on the same works.
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Promotion of the Letter

This work is titled Villa R; sometime it is also known as Paysage with the letter R. This
letter indeed plays an essential role in the landscape. It is the very first reference point. In other
works, we remark geometric figures, trees, people, a portrait of a man and a woman, objects that
belong to a familiar world. In this work, we have a new type of model that jumps to the eyes: it is
the letter, the inscription in its most simple expression. Even in the Ex-voto of 1662 of Philippe
de Champaigne, the first thing we see is two sisters, two figures, before getting to the inscription.

Cubist

We are faced with a landscape transformed by a painting, with a red path and a structure
that could be a villa, or perhaps a sliver of a city or a village. If I stay with the first title, Villa R,
certain elements are recognizable as forming a part of a home, others require mental
manipulation to form a villa or something similar. This evokes cubism, which also demands that
the spectator put things back in their places in order to better identify them. The house and its
sign stand out on a landscape of brown and ochre hills, with a sort of half-tree which could be
interpreted as a cypress or a poplar, and a star which could be a moon but is rather a yellow sun
on the twilit horizon.
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Levels

The presence of the letter “R” creates different levels of abstraction. We find that this
letter could be the name of the village, the name of a painting, a sign in the landscape. The red
flag or pennant allowing us to recognize this house plays a similar role as the letter. We think of
the old alphabet song for kids which contained A, B, C … and a word starting with the letter, for
example the letter “T” with the word “train.” The spoken letter could be situated outside of the
image, or transformed into an image. What should we read into this painting? Before all else,
that we see what we want to see.
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Piet Mondrian, Composition number 12 with Blue, 1936 – 1942

Figure 18. Mondrian, Piet, Composition N. 12 with Blue, 1936-1942, National Gallery of
Canada, Ottawa, Oil on Canvas, 62 x 60 cm,
https://www.pinterest.com/pin/351562314640360060/?lp=true. Accessed March 2019.

The Blue Square

A nearly white square, on which cross thirteen black lines entirely equal in width, six
horizontal and seven vertical. The last three of these, towards the right, are joined by a horizontal
line very close to the lower side, resulting in a very typical figure for Mondrian, what I call a
“habitant”, divided in half vertically by one of the big lines and horizontally by a small segment;
only the small square below at the left is colored blue. Finally, in the corner below and to the
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right, the entire lowest horizontal is linked at the inferior edge by a small vertical, itself linked to
the right border by a small horizontal a little above the center.

Double Date

Very discretely in red appears the signature in two letters and, at the foot of the blue
square, two dates: 1936-42. Six years of meditation. Is that not worth the effort of stopping for a
little while?
What strikes us above all is the number of black crossings on the white background
forming a grill behind which the little blue square is like a prisoner. Here we can also see a
cemetery.

Fable

This little isolated square, miniscule in relation to the general cross detailed in so many
others paintings, so humiliated that it does not even begin to attain it, resists, pushes vertically to
the right, and succeeds in breaking all of the barriers. Doing this, it expands, changes color, and
becomes this great blue and white “habitant” with its internal dynamism, augmenting this new
vertical up to the edge of the canvas.
Already the sixth black line reverses the proportions of the great cross, the seventh
accentuates this metamorphosis. This sinister cross, this cemetery, viewed sufficiently long
enough, starts to sparkle, to revive. In this large crossroads, which succeeds in constituting in its
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tenacity our isolated one, we already hear the din of the partying crowd that will people the last
canvases: New York City, Broadway Boogie-Woogie and Victory Boogie-Woogie.

Abstraction and Reality

In Natural Reality and Abstract Reality, Mondrian wrote: “An abstract representation
could very well elicit emotion in us. I remember on this topic one example: some time ago, at the
start of the war, a film was shown in which a great part of the earth was still figured as flat.
There, subtly under the form of little squares, appeared the invading army of Germany. In front
of these, still under the forms of little squares, was the army of the Allies. Thus the terrifying
world event was represented, not partially or in detail as in a natural representation, but in all its
grandeur.”

61

Chapter 7
Hopper-Pollock-Rothko

Edward Hopper, Nighthawks, 1942

Figure 19. Hopper, Edward, Nighthawks, 1942, Chicago, Art Institute, Oil on Canvas, 84 x
152 cm,
https://upload.wikimedia.org/wikipedia/commons/a/a8/Nighthawks_by_Edward_Hopper_1
942.jpg. Accessed March 2019.

Pre-Post-War America

This work dates from 1942. The United States is at war, but on the new continent this is
not apparent. Here the city prior to the New York school is subtly coming through.
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The corner of a street strikingly lit at night. Our view completely encompasses a bar and
the windows of its two perpendicular sides. Inside, the barman in white like a sailor serves three
“nighthawks,” “nocturnal raptors,” predators or victims, three clients, a couple facing us and a
loner with his back to us. Even if he speaks we cannot hear him through the window.
The layout of New York dictates that the corner of the windowed walls must be a right
angle, but this corner seems much skinnier even though it is softened by a curved portion. The
figures seem to be created from a trick of severe geometry.
There are no images inside of the bar. Some stools, two coffee machines at the counter
and, behind, a door that must be the entrance or perhaps leads to the toilets.

The Street

Above the bar a dark advertisement vaunts a cigar brand: “Phillies.” In the street, there is
no one, not the smallest vehicle. This was a long time ago. We get the impression of an absolute
silence. We can easily imagine a siren coming by and breaking it.
It is almost as light outside as inside, but we see no light. A red brick building bars the
view, with a great empty window. At the time, one of the first surprises for the European traveler
in New York was the lack of shutters. Today, with the great glass façades of skyscrapers, this is
no longer noticed.
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Details

Everything is treated in very smooth flat tints. The details are the faces and the little still
lifes, which stand out on the counter – glasses, goblets, a paper napkin dispenser – the whole is
lost in a desert of linoleum and nickel.
Isolated objects, isolated individuals, isolated buildings in the night pitiably lit. We
search there for a kindred soul without believing in it. We doubtless remember a landscape of
our childhood. We kill time before returning again, by ourselves or not, to the hotel room.
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Jackson Pollock, Number 1, 1950 (Lavender Mist), 1950

Figure 20. Pollock, Jackson, Number 1, 1950 (Lavender Mist), 1950, National Gallery of Art,
Washington D.C., Oil, Varnish and Aluminum on Canvas, 221 x 229 cm,
https://www.jackson-pollock.org/lavender-mist.jsp. Accessed March 2019.

Mist

Pollock worked standing up, leaning over like a gardener, hanging over the canvas on the
ground and using all types of artistic instruments; brushes, but also tips of wood trickling
pigment. He has the gesture of a sower, throwing seeds that begin to grow, to multiply their
sprouts and their vines creepers and elevate their surfaces. Bit by bit, the entire canvas, at times
immense, is recovered from a fog through which we can make out a landscape.
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Pool

The work suspended vertically conserves the memory of its original horizontality.
Because of its vast dimensions, the edges become invisible as soon as we approach. We get the
impression of swimming towards the center. We walk there and breathe there. The subject, if
there is one, does not pop out as in traditional painting – the whole begins to writhe, to transform
itself, and to invade us.

Lavender in All of Its States

Lavender, a particularly delicate mauve blue may not be the color I would have chosen to
describe this work. As soon as the title tells us this, we search for it in the general pandemonium.
Lavender is a color, a Mediterranean plant, and an odor. You enter into the room of a museum
and you find yourself in front of a work that occupies an entire wall to itself. It occupies the
whole room and leaves little room for other things. Something invades the space. The work emits
a perfume that you can breathe.

American Modernity

Pollock did not only use habitual pigments, oil or acrylic, but also ripolin and industrial
paints, in particular enamel and aluminum. Metal mixes with other colors. In the Middles Ages
painters used gold for the background of certain altarpieces or halos for saints. Aluminum is an
especially modern metal, for us the symbol of lightness, employed in particular in the
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construction of planes. It renders industrial and scientific what could remain purely vegetal, like
the middle of a primitive forest. Pollock’s chaos makes us think of biology and computer
science. Old computers contained these sorts of labyrinthine lines of color.
In 1960, when I went to the United States for the first time, seeing the traffic on the
highways and the shopping carts in supermarkets (all of this did not exist in France), I
remembered certain Pollock paintings that I had seen in a Parisian Exposition. They were a key
for me.
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Mark Rothko, No. 14 (White and Greens in Blue), 1957

Figure 21. Rothko, Mark, Number 14 (White and Greens in Blue), 1957, Private Collection,
Oil on Canvas, 258 x 208 cm, https://fineartamerica.com/featured/rothkos-no-14-whiteand-greens-in-blue-cora-wandel.html?product=art-print. Accessed March 2019.

Jacob’s Ladder

On a clear night sky background are painted two great nearly square marks in a dark
green, and below a much smaller white one that vanishes toward its lower edge.
The light chromatic differences between the two spots higher up diminish at an extreme
distance. The fact that the white spot appears sharply only in proximity to the others, that it is
based in the margin, submits it to the power of these others and affirms its continuity with them.
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This establishes a strong association between us and the light coming from elsewhere – it is an
invitation to break past the rungs of this Jacob’s ladder.
Here, the darkest is found highest. You could say an earth of the heavens. But this
obscurity does not stop it from appearing as an almost black light. What at first sight could be
taken for an absence of clarity reveals itself quickly to the attentive eye as progressive
illumination. We recognize here that night about which mystical authors speak.
Specters, associations, it is a sound that these paintings make audible in the space where
they are hung. Against the exterior tumult of the city, they establish a rhythmic silence in
communication with what is the most secret. They do not ask that you look at them for a second;
they nearly force you, I would say, to repent. They stop you, they stop what you were going to
say – they constrain you to think of them.

Dynamic of Light

In the majority of Rothko canvases of this period, one of the two principal poles of color,
the softened rectangles, is brighter, and the other is darker than the background. The light is
decomposed into constituent elements like the sulphur and mercury of Alchemists. Their
identification and manifestation connect us with the origin of the world.
Between these elements, in the ancient sense, a movement is established. They are
powerful not only one in relation to the other, but in relation to us. They are not arranged
statically along a vertical axis like books on the horizontal shelves of a library, but dynamically
like landmarks on a path.
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Mondrian and Rothko

You might compare these two painters because they both adhere to abstract art, and both
privilege the right angle. But what differences there are!
Mondrian covers his canvas with a thick layer of paint that hides it by obtaining the
maximum of reflective power; his planes of color are at their highest concentration. With
Rothko, to the contrary, the grain of the canvas always appears transparently, even when the
patch is black, his beaches of color vary greatly in density.
Starting from 1922 Mondrian experiments exclusively with six tones: white, black,
yellow, pure blue, pure red, and sometimes gray. Rothko, for his part, often uses nuances of
barely perceptible color which photographs have a very hard time capturing.
The biggest canvas of Mondrian’s last period is still more modest than the smallest
presented by Rothko in his 1961 exhibition at the Museum of Modern Art in New York.
Mondrian wanted an image that could be grasped in a single look. When he painted it, he
actually saw it in its entirety. Rothko, when he carefully applies color on one of his enormous
patches, when he cultivates it, heats it, when he surveilles the growth or baking, sinks deeper into
its interior.
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Chapter 8
Tàpies-Bacon-Basquiat
Atoni Tàpies, The Reversed Hat, 1967

Figure 22. Tàpies, Atoni, The Reversed Hat, 1967, Pompidou Centre, Paris, Paint, Glue and
Marble Dust on Wood, 98 x 162 cm http://art.moderne.utl13.fr/2014/06/cours-du-2-juin2014/. Accessed March 2019.

From Misery to Beauty

Tàpies painted very large canvases on which the material covers all of the wood or all of
the canvas – a material that encounters all sorts of adventures: holes, zebras and scars. A material
of great misery revealed through its beauty.
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Protest Art

We see in the works of Tàpies what we generally don’t want to see, or what one does not
want to show us. At a certain point, this expanse of material, with the framing to make it
valuable, no longer sufficed. He began to imitate everyday forms, to render them recognizable,
using titles to orient us in this sense: “in the form of a foot,” “in the form of a bed.” This means
that the work does not really represent a foot or a bed, but that the foot and the bed are
undoubtedly there, and that it is indispensable to perceive the presence of these forms which link
the world of painting to ordinary realty.
It is therefore indispensable to look at the material itself, and yet it changes according to
the object that it constructs or covers.

Thickness of Meaning

In this reversed hat, we do not find the usual expression “in the form of…” It is not even
worth it. There is material here in the form of a hat, therefore material that also appears as the
hat.
With Tàpies, the material is always thick. It leaves the work and is often so loud that the
canvas can no longer bare it all. A number of his paintings were created on great planks of
plywood.
A reversed hat, this is an abandoned hat, down for the count. In this hat-material, we see
great scarifications, a horizontal scar with vertical landmarks like suture points. The war
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damaged this material, not only the men, but the material itself. For Tàpies this was the Spanish
war, but it continued into still other places under other forms.
To leave the war, it was necessary to heal the material itself, which is at the foundation of
our thoughts.

The X and the Cross

I could make this hat that of a killed Spanish revolutionary. Nothing remains but the hat.
The victim could not return, to prevent new victims, not only does the hat have to be healed, but
the material itself needs to be transformed.
The scarred “X” means: “we no longer want this.” The scar that must be healed indicates
that it is the entire reality that must be healed. The cross organizes the space in such a way that
things are clearer for us all, and introduces the theme of a secular redemption.
The objects washed in a bath of pictorial material are transmuted in order to construct a
new world. The beds become the beds of celestial material. With what we can find in manure
fields, we must construct paradise.
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Francis Bacon, Study After the Portrait of Pope Innocent X By Velázquez, 1953

Figure 23. Bacon, Francis, Study After the Portrait of Pope Innocent X by Velázquez, 1953,
Des Moines Art Center, Oil on Canvas, 153 x 118 cm,
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Study_after_Vel%C3%A1zquez%27s_Portrait_of_Pope_Inn
ocent_X. Accessed March 2019.

The Howl

This is the first painting of Bacon’s that I saw, a long time ago in a Parisian gallery. As I
was resting meditatively, the gallerist asked me what I thought of it. I told him: “It’s the nanny
from Potemkin, the Eisenstein film.” In Odessa, the baby carriage rolling down the stairs; the
face of the shot woman, her dead eyes, her screaming. But here it is not a question of the humble
maid of some great family, but of the most powerful man in the world in the middle of the
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eighteenth century, Pope Innocent X, magnificently portraitured by Velázquez in the work
conserved today in the gallery Doria-Pamphili in Rome.

A Pope in Hell

Velázquez gives us an advanced study of this pope who we sense is very attentive,
calculated, and cunning, and who had to scheme to obtain his election in the face of powerful
opponents like Mazarin. Nothing like the usual unction in official portraits.
Like a number of ecclesiastic dignitaries in the representations of the last judgment in the
portals of cathedrals, here he is plunged into hell, with all the ornaments of his private life, not
the tiara or the chasuble of great ceremonies, but his surplis, his aventail, and his throne so as to
be easily recognized. His name is “Innocent,” and he himself becomes a scream tinged with
irony. He can only cry out his guilt. It is he who is responsible, not only for his own fall, but for
many of the other damned, for all of humanity. He is imprisoned behind bars, his throne closing
onto him like a cage. It is the paradoxical marriage of power and lack of power, celebrated under
the spotlight of painting.
We could ask ourselves why Innocent X? There must have been plenty of other portraits
of popes by famous painters to castigate. Where does this persecution come from? It was he who
condemned the Jansenists, and consequently Jansenism, in his pursuit of the fight against
Protestantism. Under his reign, the Inquisition was developed. The hatred of the Anglicans
towards the ruler of the papists, scandal before corruption.
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Nudes and Beef

Later, Bacon painted tormented, tortured, and dismantled nudes with torn or missing
limbs. However, this figure, who must be in a state of atrocious suffering, succeeds for the most
part in conserving a fairly serene mask.
Bacon was fascinated by flesh, not the kind we caress, but which we eat, beef. He placed
himself in a tradition that goes back to Rembrandt and passes through Soutine. His namesake is
certainly not foreign to this obsession, horrible carnivorous attractions.
With regards to his namesake, the homonymy with the illustrious chancellor of the
eighteenth century, the author of the Novum Organum and contemporary of Innocent X, even if
the latter was not pope until after the death of his eldest son, had to be heavy to bear. We imagine
the pleasantries of best friends. It was a godfather who supported him, but of which he had to rid
himself: to get out of his shadow.

Triptychs

At a certain point, Bacon began painting triptychs: three panels with the same figure
deployed in a different disarticulation, like a mirror with three faces, but the left canvas does not
represent a view from the left. Each painting shows a different mental aspect of a character
generally based on his identity, but which seeks to compose itself as a solid mask. This alteration
constitutes stability.
The very fact that he created a triptych recalls medieval painting in its essential theme of
the last judgment: to the left, what we leave, and often what we hide, the verdict in the center,
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and unhappiness to the right. All of this vacillates here from one to the other. The deliberation is
interminable.

Jean-Michel Basquait, Notary, 1983

Figure 24. Basquait, Jean-Michel, Notary, 1983, The Schorr Family Collection, Princeton
University Art Museum, Acrylic Triptych, Crayon and Collage on a Canvas Mounted on a
Wooden Frame, 180 x 401 cm, https://www.americansuburbx.com/2013/12/five-keybasquiat-works.html. Accessed March 2019.

From the Street to the Museum

With Basquait, we see street painting, the tag, (as the kids say in the streets), glide from
the wall to the canvas, and thus sneak onto exterior walls of warehouses or the interior walls of
museums.
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From the start, this urban art was detested by people of taste and lovers of painting.
Today, the eyes of conservators – in both senses of the term – are opening little by little. Books
are being published and exhibitions are being organized.
This is savage art that was purchased, developed above all in places that were not being
paid attention to: the surroundings of train stations, the backs of mansions that diverted into
noisy streets. It was first thought that he disfigured what we had the habit of looking at, but next,
what was even more serious, that he led us to look at what we would prefer not to see.

Writing of an Illiterate

Writing fascinates those who are not able to decode it. It is like the gate of a closed
garden. We forever remain in part illiterate. We are generally incapable of reading Arab,
Chinese, Korean, Malaysian … Even if we have great experience reading in our own language,
travel makes us experience our ignorance. And even in our own language, we always have the
feeling of not being able to read well enough, fast enough. From time to time we are forced to
consult a dictionary.
First strangers to writing, we learn it progressively. The difficulty that we experience
gives it a scared character. The tagger often throws himself into immense inscriptions, with
imitated writings, generally invented or half-invented, the majority of the time conceived in the
space, almost sculpted and represented in relief with different techniques. The legible appears bit
by bit as a signature, like the final triumph of a quest that could move towards political
declaration.
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The Incoherent Page of the Street

This work is titled Notary because there is indeed a sort of inscription like billboard on
the upper left.
Two figures occupy the center: the first has the air of a hypersensitive person, the other,
whose head we cannot make out, seems to represent the painter himself. The presence of a burnt
figure and the head in the form of a skull introduces the traditional theme of Vanity (in general,
an intimate theme, destined for an oratory or a meditation) in the urban and collective space.
They are surrounded by inscriptions and signs: for example, the word “Pluto,” which recalls the
famous dog invented by Walt Disney as well as Pluto, the prince of hell in ancient mythology; on
the other side is the word “fleas” with an illustration, the drawing of a flea, and the word “leech.”
Other inscriptions are rendered illegible because they are crossed out. All of this makes a very
sensible keyboard.
For the beginner tagger, the different types of inscriptions are experienced as an
impressive fortress, extremely difficult to penetrate, but which they invest in little by little. But
the street presents itself, also, as an ensemble of signs that we must know how to interpret, that
we must read and listen to for coherence.
In the street, tags are often attributed to collaborations of different taggers. Some are very
individualized and recognizable, whereas others go to add or to superimpose; unimaginable in
museums, institutions designed for conservation, sometimes for erudite reconstitution. In this
way, elaborate urban works are made in teams or in dialogue.

79

The Notary

With Basquiat, the legibility exists with crossing out, with faults of orthography desired
or just kept, and with everything that gives us the desire for writing and its editing. Those who
have power have the ability to read and write. Those who do not know how to read are excluded
in our society of contracts and rules. “Ignorance of the law is no excuse” signifies that everyone
must be able to read. It is a knowledge that is a part of our conception of democracy, even
though in our sort of society there remain many illiterates, even if we do not recognize them.
The title Notary is particularly well chosen, since the function of this public officer is to
write and to protect writings. They are the ones who link people to marriage contracts, who
establish and read last will and testaments.
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