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D E A D O R A O V E 

AXIS : Imaginary line about which a body rotates, or by revolution about which a plane is 
conceived as generating a solid (sphere, cone, cylinder) . . . " (Concise Oxford 
Dictionary). 

Abst rac t is an inadequate and misleading t e r m , t h a t is why it is put 
into inver ted commas in the descript ion of this paper. I t is used as a 
general n a m e for the paint ing and sculpture of to-day t h a t is not natural ist ic , 
nor surreal ist , nor purely decorat ive. I t suggests certa in l imi ts ra ther 
than defines t h e m and is not in itself a c r i te r ion . 

Abst rac t ion has been confused w i t h many things. 

A B S T R A C - Cezanne defined objects by the i r re la t ion to each other on cross-
T I O N A N D sections. In cubism the line of relat ions was expanded for its own sake, 
S I M P L I F I C A - and the object receded fu r the r and fu r the r into the eye of the camera . N o t 
T I O N . caprice but the demands—for the m o m e n t — o f the t rad i t ion w e r e 

responsible. T h e object wen t because it was of no fu r the r use—but w i t h it 
w e n t also a restra int which had kept paint ing w i th in the scope of its own 
t r a d i t i o n ; a great oppor tun i ty for painters not p r i m a r i l y interested in 
painting. They t o o k i t , and fo l lowed a l i te rary pursui t , surreal ism : pro-
ducing garrulous and inquisit ive pictures f r o m a f ictional subconscious, which, 
l ike bad poet ry , say too much and leave no r o o m for self-expansion. W i t h all 
its apparent scope and new ground for exp lora t ion the subconscious mind is a 
m o r e l im i ted subject for paint ing than a blank wal l . 

But the main line of deve lopment lay through an exhaustive analysis 
of shapes which, though apparent ly e x t r e m e simpli f icat ion, was really an 
e laborate observance of m i n u t e differences. T h e abstract method has been 
at tacked for being too simple. T h e r e would be m o r e sense in at tacking it 
for not being simple enough. A hair 's-breadth between two positions of a 
shape on a background made the difference between one picture and another . 
This is exaggerated subtlety ; an exaggerat ion tha t is an essential part of 
any stage. Mondr ian 's w o r k is analysis perfected : not an end, but a means 
in itself : not to be i m i t a t e d but isolated. 

Analysis is the end and the beginning : the lowest point in the graph. 
T h e shapes of things and the shapes between things become a 

vocabulary, slow to expand but gradual ly mul t ip ly ing and growing flexible, 
t i l l a new complex i ty of expression is reached. This process can be seen 
clearly in the w o r k of Hé l ion . H e a ims at the complex i ty of nature wi thout 
the object. I m m e n s e intersections and fine subtleties of forms wi thout 
bastard memor ies , but no less expressive of experience. 

A B S T R A C - " T o Genera l i ze is to be an I d i o t . " T o paint circles and rectangles 
T I O N A N D instead of heads and bodies because Picasso does is the worst kind of 
G E N E R A L - general isation. But to paint t h e m because of an individual need is justified 
I S A T I O N . part icular isat ion. T h a t needs l ike this are never confined to one person at 

a t i m e is a m a t t e r of sociology and the history of painting. 



A B S T R A C - A n o t h e r kind of general isat ion is to assume tha t because an object 
T I O N A N D has not been painted before it can be painted in the same way as o ther objects, 
M A C H I N - and be something new : t h a t you can discover beauty in a pylon and paint 
ERY. it in the same way tha t you would have painted an ivy-covered t o w e r f ifty 

years ago, and be doing something new. But new things come under the same 
laws of change as old ones. If a human figure is abstracted, an a u t o m a t o n 
ought to be even m o r e so. T h a t the whole t r a d i t i o n of paint ing is affected 
by machinery is a commonplace : tha t it should i m i t a t e it is a piece of 
muddle-headed sent imenta l i ty . 

A B S T R A C - This is an idea which always possesses the s imple -minded at the 
T I O N A N D ment ion of machinery. T h e most one can say for the progress of paint ing 
P R O G R E S S or sculpture is tha t t h e r e is a continuous progress and decline between 

parallel l ines—not a steady, unwaver ing journey towards a catastrophic 
perfection not yet reached or understood by man. T h e advance on Beauty 
w i t h machines and banners is as stupid as the r e t r e a t to it w i t h a handloom. 

T h e r e is nothing to be said about paint ing which is not u t te r nonsense 
except " I l ike th is ." A l l dogma leads one to logicalities which would be 
ent i re ly useless if they were not t r e a t e d il logically. I should confine myself 
to reproducing about t w o pictures instead of nineteen if I wanted to keep 
on the r ight side of my statements. This is not an a r g u m e n t for f luctuation 
but expansion. T h e building process af ter analysis is not steady or sharply 
defined, and so this paper i l lustrates many var iat ions of abstract ion, moving 
somet imes towards a suggestion of surrea l ism, in M i ro 's w o r k for instance, 
keeping traces of the object in Gonza lez ' or Nash's. 

T h e one insistance is t h a t the t r a d i t i o n should be kept act ively alive. 
T o paint objects l ike Cézanne, l ike Chard in , l ike any of the great masters, 
is to foster the t rad i t ion of paint ing, but deny it expansion and so kil l it. 
Surreal ism denies painting a l together . In the technical and emot iona l 
explorat ion of shapes left by the analysed object , t h e r e is real g r o w t h and 
life ; slow at t imes because there is no boundary of shape to guide it ; some-
t imes immensely rapid because self-imposed restraints can be ignored. 

M Y F A N W Y E V A N S . 

" If the emotional power of the artist can overwhelm the ' how ?' and can give free scope to his 
finer feelings, then art is on the crest of the road by which she will not fail later on to find 
the ' what' she has lost, the ' what' which will show the way to the spiritual food of the 
newly awakened spiritual life. This ' what' will no longer be the material, objective ' what' 
of the former period, but the internal truth of art, the soul without which the body (i.e. the 
'how') can never be healthy, whether in an individual or in a whole people. This 'what' is the 
eternal truth which only art can divine, which only art can express by those means of expression 
which are hers alone." (" The Art of Spiritual Harmony," by Wassily Kandinsky, Constable, 
1914.) 



Wassily Kandinsky. DRAWING. 1924. (Pour l'Almanach " Europa," 1925) 



In the crit icism of modern a r t we have reached a stage at which the everyday 
vocabulary of cri t icism is proving inadequate and there fore confusing. Deve lopments 
of the last twenty years have given rise to various new types of a r t which, a l though they 
may have their parallels in past epochs, have never existed as self-conscious entit ies. A l l 
this t i m e ar t cri t icism has been busy inventing new t e r m s — n a t u r a l i s m , impressionism, 
point i l l ism, post-impressionism, expressionism, fauvism, cubism, construct iv ism, super-
real ism—all of which have distinct meanings, and all of which are justified by new develop-
ments of technique or manner. T h e group of t e rms I wish to t r y and define m o r e precisely 
in this note all arise out of the cubist movement . 

Cubism, when it was first used, about 1908, denoted a certain d istor t ion of natura l 
appearances in the direction of plane surfaces and geometr ica l outlines. Cézanne, of course, 

Ben Nicholson. CARVED RELIEF. 1934 

O u r i e r i n i n o l o g y 

n n s n 



had made simplif ications in this d i rect ion , but the decisive m o m e n t for the appl icat ion 
of the t e r m " cubism " comes when (as w i t h Picasso) the simplif ications pass beyond the 
degree of i l luminat ing the na ture or s t ructure of the object represented, and take on 
aesthetic values of the i r own. T h e f o r m of the composit ion, tha t is to say, is independent 
of t h e fo rms of nature. But " cubism " has an historical significance, and should, I th ink , 
be confined to paint ing and sculpture which still retains a recognisable re lat ion to natural 
objects—in which these objects r e m a i n as the t h e m e of a geometr ica l distort ion. 

Such is the usage of the t e r m now predomina t ing in serious discussions of m o d e r n 
a r t . T h e confusion begins w i t h the fu r the r developments of the cubist movement . T h e 
distance between the paint ing and the natural object quickly increased between 1909 and 
1914, unt i l t h e natural object had no m o r e than a perfunctory and scarcely distinguishable 
existence. T h e n art ists began to call the i r w o r k " a b s t r a c t i o n s , " and the phrase abtsract 
art gradual ly came into use. 

W e may note , in justif ication of the use of such a t e r m , tha t : 
(1) T h e not ion of an a r t divorced f r o m " real " or natura l objects was a possibility 

envisaged by Plato, and discussed by h i m in t e r m s which signify " absolute " or " abstract " 
(Philebus, 51 B. See Art Now, pp. 101-2). 

(2) T h e not ion has its paral lel in m o d e r n poetry under the t e r m " pure " poetry , 
which is poetry supposed to depend for its appeal , not on its signification or meaning, but 
on its sound values, the inherent appeal of the mater ia l . 

In this general sense, the t e r m abstract art would seem to be definite enough. But 
cer ta in sophists have arisen to point out tha t since all a r t , except the photographic, departs 
in some measure f r o m exact representat ion, there fore all a r t is more or less abstracted 
or removed f r o m real i ty , and tha t there fore we have no r ight to regard this part icular 
phase of m o d e r n a r t as peculiarly abstract. In fact, in so far as such a r t is a pure creat ion 
of the m i n d , w i t h o u t reference to externa l objects, it is not " abstracted " at all f r o m an 
original object , and there fore cannot be called abstract. 

Some art ists, accepting this a r g u m e n t , have invented other phrases, such as " non-
f igurat ive " and " concrete " ; even Axis, in its Prospectus, puts the word " abstract " 
between guil ty quotat ion marks. Non-f igurat ive may somet imes be justified for the sake 
of c lar i ty , but it has the disadvantage of being mere ly a negative t e r m . " Concrete " has 
m o r e to be said for i t , since, as Jean He l ion has pointed out , this " abstract " a r t is really 
the most concrete of all arts, relying (l ike pure poetry) on the i m m e d i a t e appeal of the 
mater ia ls (definite dimensions of canvas, oi l , etc.). 

I feel tha t to add this t e r m " concrete " to the many already existing t e r m s would 
only add to the confusion. N o r do I th ink its use is really justified by the facts. Hel ion's 
observations are perfectly just, but in the same way tha t all a r t is more or less abstract, so 
is all a r t more or less concrete, depending for part of its appeal on the i m m e d i a t e qualities 
of the mater ia ls . 

T h e object ion to the use of " abstraction " for the type of a r t we are discussing is, 
as I have impl ied , m e r e sophistry. For practical cr i t ic ism, the only distinction we need is 
between a geometr ica l a r t which retains some re lat ion w i t h the appearance of natural 
objects, and a geometr ica l a r t which is ent i re ly contained wi th in the relationships of 
fo rms, colours, lines and surfaces, w i thout any suggestion of natural objects. For the first 
type cubism, cubist a re at once the historical and logically sufficient t e rms ; for the second 
type abstraction, abstract are logically sufficient, and are and can be used wi thout any 
confusion of meaning. N o natural ist ic painter has any necessity to call his method of 
paint ing " abstract ." 

Abstract has a cousinship w i t h the t e r m " absolute," and both te rms suggest a 
surplus of intel lectual values which exist in abstract painting, and for this reason alone 
I feel tha t the t e r m " abstract " is fully justified. 

I t may be objected tha t a type of modern a r t exists which has no relat ion wi th 



natural forms or objects, but which is nevertheless not an affair of g e o m e t r y , of propor-
t ions, colour harmonies, etc. I t is represented by cer ta in phases of Picasso, by A r p , M i r o 
and M a x Ernst. But for this type of a r t we have the accommodat ing t e r m super-real ism 
(surréalisme—but not the bastard word " sur rea l ism," which is nei ther French nor English). 
I mean no disrespect to Superreal ism, but obviously a type of a r t which claims to break 
down the barr iers between the conscious and the unconscious, which uses both conscious 
and unconscious symbol ism, can be made the fos te r -mother of many enfants terribles. 

H E R B E R T R E A D . 

C O M M E N T 0 \ E N G L A N D 
Abstract a r t , as an id iom or pure method , would be a r t drawing away to o r d e r , 

instead of advancing to order . I t would order by leaving out , by negation, instead of 
by control l ing and a l ter ing what exists, and creat ing it a second t i m e unti l it becomes w h a t 
has never existed. I t would reduce to as l i t t le as one can imagine inside the def ini t ion of 
a r t the intel lective and the affective e lements ; it would reduce t h e m to an inte l lect ive 
type, to " a r t i tself ." I t would make , indeed some art ists now tend to make , all pictures 
consist of the islanded principles of pictorial a r t , instead of conforming to these principles, 
which are the facts of order ( regular i ty , r h y t h m , s y m m e t r y and broken s y m m e t r y ) and the 
fact of emot ion ; of which the f o r m e r opposed as a comfor t against the half -known caves 
of the mind, is made the m o r e powerful . 

Abstract a r t , then, is not the seed to grow f r o m , but the first floor to build upon. 
Impressionism, extended, would have meant the supersession of a r t by life, so W y n d h a m 
Lewis declared ; pur ism, " abstract ion-creat ion," extended would mean the supersession 
of a r t by ideal death. In his " Elements of Folk Psychology " W i l h e l m W u n d t describes 
the way in which the Bakair i of Cent ra l Brazi l m a k e simple geometr ica l designs on wood, 
affective through s y m m e t r y and r h y t h m , and how then they read into these designs " through 
imaginat ive association, the m e m o r y images of objects "—snakes, swarms of bees, etc. 
In these geometr ica l patterns so in terpre ted he finds the beginning of f o r m a t i v e ar t . 
Abstract a r t a t this t i m e needs (but actual ly and not only in fancy) to be bodied out in such 
a way ; to be penetrated and possessed by a m o r e varied affective and intel lect ive content. 
On ly so can it answer to the ideological and emot iona l complex i ty of the needs of human 
beings w i t h the i r enlarged knowledge of the widened country of self. 

Cer ta in artists have realised this in the i r practice ; abroad Picasso, Brancusi, Klee, 
M i r é , H é l i o n ; in England W y n d h a m Lewis and H e n r y Moore . Abstract ions are of t w o 
kinds, geometr ic , the abstractions which lead to the inevitable death ; and b iomorphic . 
T h e b iomorphic abstractions are the beginning of the next central phase in the progress of 
ar t . They exist between Mondr ian and Dal i , between idea and emot ion , between m a t t e r 
and mind , m a t t e r and life. " In a r t we are in a sense playing at being wha t we designate 
as m a t t e r . W e are enter ing the forms of the mighty phenomena around us, and seeing 
how near we can get to being a r iver or a star, w i t h o u t actually becoming that . O r we a re 
placing ourselves somewhere behind the contradict ions of m a t t e r and mind , where an 
identi ty . . . may m o r e pr imi t ive ly exist ." This needs to be r e m e m b e r e d now in England, 
if leading English abstractionists are not to t u r n the i r backsides to Minotaure and run off 
to N o w h e r e through the dry spaces of infinity. 

C o m m e n t s upon the need and the action are suggested by the English paintings and 
pieces of sculpture reproduced in this number of Axis. I see in t h e m a small history of 
English ideas, English hesitancy, English e r ro r and English per formance, and 1 would 
summarise t h e m in this way : 

N A S H : Pre-abstract natura l ism w i t h bits cut away through the force of the present. 
A degree of order imposed upon mate r ia l disorder. Pictorial ingredients only 





half broken down and half re-created. H o w much of wha t qual i ty of vision? 
H o w much Cl ive Bell just round the corner ? 

W A D S W O R T H : Abstract ion nei ther b iomorphic nor geometr ic . Impersonal vehicle 
carry ing not much ; but a respectable simpl i fy ing and concentrat ing of a cold 
curtai led fancy. 

N I C H O L S O N : T o o near to a surface object der ived f r o m a r t , instead of a por t ion of 
ar t . A n image of infinity, ordered by saying " n o " ra ther than " y e s , " which 
is w i t h o u t body enough to m a k e the image perceptual . A d m i r a b l e in technical 
qual i t ies, in taste, in severe self -expurgat ion, but too much " a r t i tsel f ," f loating 
and disinfected. 

J A C K S O N : A n a t t e m p t at moving f o r w a r d to fullness and complex i ty . A f f i r m a t i v e at 
least, however much it seems done by way of t r i a l out of Nicholson. 

PIPER : D o m e l a somewhat vivified. A n a t t e m p t at advance in b iomorph ic abstract ion, 
though irresolute here and there in f o r m . 

M O O R E : Product of the m u l t i f o r m inventive ar t is t , abstract ion-surreal ism nearly in 
control ; of a constructor of images between the conscious and the unconscious 
and between wha t we perceive and w h a t we project emot iona l ly into the objects 
of our wor ld ; of the one English sculptor of large, imaginat ive power , of which 
he is a lmost master ; the b iomorphis t producing viable w o r k , w i t h all the 
technique he requires. 

H E P W O R T H : Product of a sculptor m o r e of the single image ; mak ing forms not so 
enticing by the i r exact appropr ia te nature. But she is a viable abstract ionist , 
m o r e constricted and m o r e exclusively ( though in qual i ty m o r e slightly) 
emot ional . 

M o o r e and W y n d h a m Lewis are the only English art ists of m a t u r i t y in control of 
enough imaginat ive power to sett le themselves act ively between the new preraphael i tes 
of Minotaure and the unconscious nihilists of e x t r e m e geomet r i c abstract ion. They a re not 
those accidents in Valéry 's phrase, which are so c o m m o n in England, art ists of in tu i t ion 
w i thout intell igence. F r o m Picasso, f r o m these t w o , f r o m the over-severe Brancusi, the 
over-confined Paul Klee, f r o m M i r o (whose f r ivo l i ty is only the slightest ingredient of his 
w o r k ) , f r o m H é l i o n , who sees as sharply as any painter the need for a new b iomorphic 
complex i ty , the practice of paint ing and sculpture is gaining a new ro tund i ty of purpose 
and achievement , mor ta l l y opposed to the peevish pinched f o r m a l i s m w i t h which a r t was 
stifled for so long in England by Roger Fry, Cl ive Bell and the i r m i n u t e protégés. " T h e 
picture is to be caught by the neck, yes, by the ideas, by the lines, by everyth ing and more . 
For the idea of e lement , brought too much f o r w a r d , must be substi tuted the idea of 
p lural i ty . For the idea of machine, must be substi tuted the idea of being. T h e r e is a point 
where ethics, esthetic, lyr ism, reason all m e e t and become one thing. T h a t point , the 
p ic ture . " Those words are Hé l ion 's ; and these come f r o m W y n d h a m Lewis, w r i t i n g 
fifteen years ago : " T h e i m p o r t a n t th ing is tha t the individual should be born a painter . 
Once he is tha t , it appears to m e tha t the la t i tude he may consider his is a lmost w i t h o u t 
l im i t . Such powerful specialised senses as he must have are not l ikely to be overr idden by 
anyth ing." H e r e in England the senses of the ar t is t and the i n t e r p r e t e r have too long been 
over r idden—overr idden by et io la ted cliquish a m a t e u r i s m , by the del icate, affected, sly 
nodding of Bell-f lowers, r inging t h e i r self-peals over and over again. This H o m e - b r e d 
fo rma l ism is now as dead as M r . Duncan Gran t . English art ists must replace it by no in-
capable tyranny of geomet r ic and mechanical ideal ism, no permanent escape to the divided 
rectangle and the spokeless wheel . 

G E O F F R E Y G R I G S O N . 
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Inscriptions under Picture« 

P. Mondr ian works at a picture for many months. For years a lmost . H e varies 
the elasticity of the colours, of one colour very of ten, and he alters the distances 
between the black lines to get m i c r o m e t r i c a l differences. Inf ini tesimal . But 
the amazed spectator sees only a square. H e does not see t h a t it is the perfect 
relat ionship between one colour and emptiness ; be tween existence and nonent i ty . 
T h e square m a r k i n g the l imi ts of the ou te rmost zone of a r t . 

T h e Russian painter Malev i tch , who launched the theory of " S u p r e m a t i s m , " long 
ago painted a picture represent ing nothing but a square on the unified and neutra l 
background of a canvas. In doing this he qui te simply stated t h a t t h e r e would be 
nothing to do in the r e a l m of paint ing if one w e r e to fo l low t h e fatal road opened 
up by the Impressionists. 

H e said this, I insist, because he was not enough of a painter . M o n d r i a n , on the 
other hand, persuades us, suggests to us each day, t h a t final beauty exists. Beauty 
when breath stops. T h e beauty of the s u m m i t . T h e beauty of t h e iceberg. 

A futur ist poet , also a Russian, instead of reci t ing his poem, stood on the p l a t f o r m 
and opened his m o u t h w i t h o u t pronouncing a word . H is companion explained t o 
the public tha t i t was the poem of silence. 

T o develop, to be able to continue Mondr ian 's w o r k , one would have to paint 
pictures of absence. 

Young painters—quite a school—who do innumerab le squares plagiar ize h i m 
grossly. Mak ing his doctr ine the i r own, they forget tha t one cannot i m i t a t e a 
gesture. A historic action. 

Al l effective a r t reduces itself at t imes to a gesture. T o an act of abnegation or 
redempt ion . T o a spir i tual state which marks the end of one cul ture , pushing 
fo rward dialectically in search of another :—that of the future . 

Mi ro 's pictures might be called Apres L'Amour. 

Yesterday evening I was del ighted by the shadows, shining l ike quicksilver on the 
Seine, which was e x t r e m e l y ca lm, l ike ebony, a f ter midnight . They w e r e gleams 
f r o m the electric lamps on the bridge, half engulfed by, half plunging into the sleep-
ing surface of the w a t e r . They recalled the forms of Brancusi's " Birds." A most 
noble f o r m , qui te faultless and qui te silent. A boat goes by. T h e waves r ipple , 
shaking out this astonishing beauty. T h e bird shudders and sings. Somet imes 
one must destroy a w o r k of a r t so t h a t i t can sing. 

Swan-song : the Giaconda w i t h a moustache by Marce l Duchamp. 

T h e absolute beauty of a w o r k of a r t is the beauty of na ture—natura l beauty. 



P. Mondrian. 
COMPOSITION 

EN BLANC ET NOIR. 
1934 

H. Emi. 
PEINTURE. 

1934 



Hans Arp. 
CONCRÉTION 

HUMAINE 

Brancusi's sculptures stood about at r a n d o m always m a k e marvel lous composi-
tions. (Look at his studio.) 

A signature is impossible on Brancusi's sculptures. T h e customs-house s tamp 
on his " cup " of wood is the act of an iconoclast. A s tamp on the cheek of a 
virgin of the I ta l ian school—that is the same thing. 

If Arp 's forms are cranial wor lds—ear th ly skulls—Brancusi's sculptures are spir i t 
solidified. 

T h e mass—an upward spurt. 

T h e road : " Co/onne Sons Fin." 

T h e unending embrace , is tha t not the d r e a m of Mi ro 's and Arp 's creat ion ? 

Let t ing go, reducing this life such as it is to nothingness—this fine life of daily com-
monplaces, once removed f r o m real i ty by events of purely topical in terest—the 
preceding generat ion has left as a her i tage the p r i m a r y forms of each a r t , of all 



the arts. T h e task which faces young art ists is to reconstruct the w o r l d in its 
in tegr i ty , t o rediscover the complex i ty of life f r o m its disparate elements. 

H é l i o n , very gif ted, perhaps the one " genuine " among younger painters, works 
at t h e reconstruct ion of a p icture, at the v i ta l iz ing of its e lements. H is images 
become winged, and fly. H is latest big pictures are aerodynamic , l ike life at the 
present t i m e . 

Ern i , who fol lows h im fai thful ly and fights the same bat t le , is still resolving the 
e x t r e m e problems of the resistance of disposition and range. 

T h e new paint ing has come into existence thanks to new methods of l ighting. 
Hé l ion 's forms fly t a u t l ike flags in the wind on unceasing currents of light. 

Intensity of l ight-rays. 

Kandinsky is the first abstract painter . T h e first non-figurative picture dates f r o m 
1911. Before, wel l before, the w a r he realised tha t the wor ld must be destroyed 
one day. 

H e was the first to discover the lyrical in teract ion of colours—that intense and 
complex life of colours which at tach themselves to no real i ty and are nothing but 
the precipitates of our burning sensations. Footpr ints of the art ist 's inner life 
as it ceaselessly turns back along the paths of m e m o r y . 

Chi ldhood has no l imits. T h a t which we call m e m o r y is only the horizon. 
Kandinsky had a feel ing for childhood also, the regenerat ion of our ar t . 

As for o thers—they achieve the u tmost finesse. Ex t reme ly acute feeling for poetic 
content—or ra ther for subject -mat ter tha t is indulgently refined. 

G i a c o m e t t i is perhaps the most candid witness of the present social cataclysm : 
the one who best transcribes the anguish of to-day. 

T o shat ter , to corrode, to t o r t u r e , to t ea r , to blow up, tha t is to say to create. 

T h e descript ive sadism of Salvador D a l i — m a n devouring himself—this scorched 
creature of his engravings becomes in the hands of G iacomet t i abstract sadism, 
subl imated and sublime. I t is the content which suffers and makes others suffer. 

T h e " Palais de Quatre Heures " is the meeting-place, unequivocal but unforeseen, 
of prehistory and our own t imes. 

T h e old masters painted w i t h the trompe l'œil ; the Spaniards of the twent ie th 
century, Picasso, M i r o , Gonza lez , employ the trompe cœur. 



A r t always deludes and sculpture always was and always wi l l be, not a casting of 
the human body, but a casting of its spir i tual condit ion. 

T h e r e w e r e periods of groping when sculptors used the body ; t h e r e are those 
which fill the vacuity, left by the absence of m a n , w i t h nothingness. A t such t imes 
one says : night has come. 

N i g h t and day, not the famous clair obscur—which are the l imi ts of plastic 
expression. W h e n Gonzalez encloses space, m u r d e r i n g l ight, t h e r e is never any 
shadow—it is always night. 

A r t a t t imes of t rans i t ion is nocturnal ; it begins at midn ight . In the darkness of 
the ages. In the unconscious soul. W e buy c inema-t ickets to-day as they used to 
go down to the catacombs of the ear ly christians. 

Barbara Hepworth. CARVING. 1934 
(Collection Margaret Ludwig) 



Gonza lez lets rust eat away the contours of his forged- i ron sculptures. Thus pre-
historic shells preserve the sand around t h e m , an a m b i t w i t h a vanished core. 
H o w much blood, how many t e a r s — w h a t centuries of moistness do these forged 
tokens of Gonza lez preserve. 

M i r ó crucifies his " o b j e c t s " w i t h rusty nails. 

A l m o s t all these atavisms, these r u d i m e n t a r y feelings, this anguish rooted in the 
depths of the soul, are foreseen by Kandinsky. 

T h e old sensibility f lowing through U- tubes rises again to the level of day for the 
last t i m e , to supply t h e f lagrant wan t of subject -mat ter in the new forms created 
by the e lec t ro -meta l lurg ic c iv i l izat ion. 

H is last p icture : the lines luminous, as if l ighted f r o m wi th in by neon tubes, inter-
sect a n u m b e r of archaic fo rms, subconscious, w i t h o u t a fo rmula . 

So drawing microscopically precise proves to be mere ly the delusions of the soul. 

T h e microcosm, t h e macrocosm serve the same end : the downfal l of a soul. 

Ca lder fixes the rendezvous of the planets. 

Nicholson also has tha t air of being t roub led by the centuries. I often th ink of 
h i m when the electr ic st reet - lamps lower the i r eyelids. I t is the hour of tha t incom-
parably acute sensibility of his which so b i t ter ly recalls the drawings of children. 
L ike a thief I creep near t o a wal l surrounding a t ransient garden, a wal l which 
sleeps peacefully covered w i t h children's drawings. T h e r e is no one here. I cut 
out a square, tak ing every precaut ion not to spoil the delicate reliefs, engraved 
w i t h a rusty nail , not to destroy the light powder of floury colours, and at the b o t t o m 
I sign : Ben Nicholson. T h e date. T h e day and the hour. Thus one collects 
butterf l ies. O r plays hide and seek by oneself. 

N igh t . 

N i g h t , N i g h t , oh wha t in te rminab le night. Huge. W i t h no orbi t . Always night 
which creates l ight. N i g h t , tha t shows us how men see. The sun is an everyday 
l ight , and everyday life is not ar t . M a n - m a d e light is his vision. Seeing by electric 
l ight is d i f ferent f r o m seeing by the light of gas-jets. Seeing by the light of neon tubes 
di f ferent f r o m seeing by candlel ight, or A u e r burners. O h , l ighted cities ! . . . 
Headl ights continual ly bring into being dif ferent forms of beauty. Styles derived 
f r o m methods of l ighting. For example : voltaic arc-lights :—the period of 1900— 
m o d e r n style—instabi l i ty—crackl ing v ibrat ions—thirst—anguish—the flux and 
reflux of a de l i r ium—dul l sleeplessness—apathy—Sarah Bernhardt—latent heat— 
the osmosis of desire—the uncertainty of the new method of seeing—the t e r r o r of 
unusual things. 



Jean Hélion. 
PEINTURE. 

1934 

Headl ights—one is bound to see t h e m . O r keep one's eyes shut. O h , He l ion . . . . 

Myself ; I l ike l ight, for—those who seek it wander through the night. 

For : " I love t h e a r t of to-day, because I love light m o r e than anything else, and 
all men love light m o r e than anything else—they invented f i re . " (Gu i l l aume 
Apol l ina i re) . 

A N A T O L E J A K O V S K I 

Paris, O c t o b e r 1934. 

" To enlarge the elements, to multiply them as the cells multiply, think them, lead them to the 
complexity of particular beings, keeping as long as it would be possible, their character of 
simplicity. It is probably the task, and the greatest possibility left for the new artist. The 
question is once more to open what has been shut . . . " (Jean Helion : Catalogue of the 
Gallery of Living Art, New York University, 1933.) 



IffODERM ART 
W e hear so much about M o d e r n A r t , and yet I wonder wha t tha t phrase means. 

W h y are so many people prepared to condemn it out of hand, whi le others wi l l consider 
nothing else to be good ? In both cases I would suggest tha t very l i t t le serious thought 
had gone into such judgment , for wherever a r t has flourished and at whatever per iod, it is 
l ikely t h a t some works have been good ; not only for t h e i r per iod but good throughout the 
ages. T h e t r o u b l e lies, I th ink , in our e x t r a o r d i n a r y lack of d iscr iminat ion : we do not 
easily distinguish one paint ing f r o m another . In the eyes of those who are enthusiasts for 
the a r t of the eighties Augustus John and Ben Nicholson are both moderns—and for this 
reason bad. I have often thought it very diff icult to f o r m even an a p p r o x i m a t e judgment 
about the a r t of our own day. For one thing, the m a j o r i t y of us fail to notice our own 
deve lopment . A u t o m a t i c a l l y w e go on repeat ing t h a t A and B are good, there fore C must 
be bad since his methods are di f ferent . This sort of th ing dies very hard and so when new 
methods are put into force, when old forms are newly clothed, when new conventions are 
adopted they are abusively labelled " M o d e r n . " M o d e r n they may be, but why the abuse ? 
A n o t h e r th ing which makes i t hard for us is tha t though, taken in mass, we are very l i t t le 
selective, the accidents of t i m e are very much so, and curiously enough discriminat ingly so. 
Thus the a r t of the past when taken as a whole is of a far higher standard than tha t of to-day. 
I do not mean tha t t h e r e is not an appal l ing a m o u n t of rubbish, even of the r e m o t e past, 
stil l to be seen—but I do mean t h a t the judgments of the few a r t critics or a r t lovers 
th roughout the past have set the i r seal on certain works , have put t h e m on one side, so to 
say, as good, leaving us free to consider t h e m w i t h o u t the effort of having to select t h e m 
f r o m a mass of heterogeneous qual i ty . T a k e Bott icel l i , for instance—his fame could easily 
rest on t w o works—the " P r i m a v e r a " and the " B i r th of Venus." F r o m these we judge h im 
great . T w o works only, and already he has lived over four hundred years. W e r e we to see 
these t w o jumbled haphazardly w i t h every paint ing tha t he did we might easily in our con-
fusion put h im down a b i t—yet this is just the confusion to which we are subject in our 
judgment of contemporar ies . A l l the w o r k they do, or a lmost al l , comes before us—an 
immense ou tput , fifty to a hundred paintings a year . Picture our embarrassment af ter ten 
years : a thousand paintings any t w o of which, or one of which for tha t m a t t e r , may be 
enough to establish the painter in the first rank of artists. W e lack sufficient selective power 
to discern at once the core of the i r w o r k ; certa in things i r r i t a te us unnecessarily, o ther 
things please us too much, our judgment is muddled by our emot ion . Could we project 
our vision a few hundred years it is qui te possible tha t we should find an art ist living to-day 
who is so overwhe lming ly great tha t he wi l l upset the standards of the past—that the centre 
of greatness in the visual arts wi l l shift f r o m , say, the f i f teenth to the twent ie th century. 
I t is easy t o a d m i r e the old masters ; we are accustomed to t h e m and the i r best works 
a re sorted out. But each w o r k f r o m contemporary art ists is new to us, and by experience 
w e know t h a t very few of t h e m can be the basis of fame, though there wi l l undoubtedly 
be many which for the i r beauty and fr inging of perfection may fill our eye as everyday 
enjoyments , as everyday inspirations. Again our task of d iscr iminat ion is added to , for 
not only must we find the best works of an art ist 's output but we must decide who are the 
art ists who real ly count in any period ; we must distinguish t h e m f r o m the crowd of the i r 
hangers-on who by the i r crudeness, by the i r mediocr i ty , often make the quicker and m o r e 
popular appeal. 

W i t h all these difficulties it is small wonder tha t modern a r t is held so l i t t le in 
repute and t h a t even the wi l l ing student finds himself out of his depth. I t is a lmost 
inconceivable how l i t t le consideration the average person looking at a picture gives to the 
understanding of tha t picture. H e thinks tha t because it is something which he registers 
through the eyes he can decide about it a t once ; it is an empty judgment arising f r o m 
the necessities of our physical life. A man has a cup and saucer before h im and he knows 



tha t he sees it ; so he does, but in a functional way : it holds tea , its handle enables h im 
to hold i t , he can place i t on its saucer, and so on. These things are wha t he apprehends 
as a cup and saucer, and thus he may be said to " see " t h e m . But a po t te r or the manager 
of a porcelain factory or a poet wi l l " see " so much m o r e , and the vision of the poet may 
be vitalising. H o w then should the essence of a p icture, a w o r k of a r t , be seen at a glance, 
its physical aspects being but the clothing of its real life ? W e have a certa in l i t t le 
arrogance summed up in the phrase " seeing is bel iev ing," and so a picture remains to us 
the visual representat ion of wha t our eye sees. W e bring no art ist ic judgment to bear on 
i t , its story is still considered to be its ma in interest and not its colour or its composit ion 
or tha t indefinable abstract qual i ty which may have made it a good picture apar t f r o m 
its visual interest. A r t should not compete w i t h the physical aspects of l i fe—the statue of 
a man w i t h the man himsel f—the paint ing of a landscape w i t h trees and sky and ear th . I t 
can never accomplish this and must find expressions w i th in its own laws, suggestive if it 
w i l l , of these things but using t h e m to convey the life of the spiri t . W e must not get fixed 
ideas as to how this spir i t Is to be expressed. O u r appreciat ion of a r t must be fluid. T h e r e 
is no fixed standard in such things ; as we grow, so our appreciat ion grows, and so our 
standards are changed. James Joyce or H i n d e m i t h must have some effect on our judgment 
about l i t e ra ture or music. A l ready the great period of Dutch paint ing is becoming m o r e 
a thing of historical interest than of living value, the i r standards being too r e m o t e f r o m 
ours of to-day, fed as we are by airplanes, cinemas and wireless. 

T h e r e is need for contrast and clear d iscr iminat ion. Picasso has shown t h a t a painting 
using the symbols of geometry can be just as inspiring as one which uses people and human 
incidents. Recently in this country there has been a m o v e m e n t towards non-f igurative 



w o r k , of ten spoken of as Abst rac t A r t . T h e t e r m s are general ly wrong , for mostly the non-
f igurat ive is f igurat ive of g e o m e t r i c or o ther symbols ; and as for t h e t e r m abstract , it is 
but to call i t a r t , for w e m i g h t say t h a t all a r t is abstract in so far as it is a r t at all. Be 
this as it may , t h e m o v e m e n t arises f r o m a real v i ta l i ty and a desire to define, to get back 
to the basic uses of a r t . I t is a kind of discipline which opposes itself to the degenerations 
of the Royal A c a d e m y , and out of it wi l l spring a c learer conception of the nature of ar t . 

T h e r e is a saying t h a t if you give a man enough rope he wi l l hang himself , and it is 
cer ta in ly t r u e t h a t in creat ive w o r k the m o r e l iber ty we are given the greater discipline 
do we need to exercise in our endeavour to be creat ively selective. 

II faut recueillir pour mieux sauter : and this I feel is happening in England to-day. 
T h e Parisian school of the last t h i r t y years did this to shake itself f ree of the Impressionist 
school which had begun to lose sight of the t r u e object ive of the art ist . W e are doing it af ter 
an overdose of suave technique. In each case it is l ike opening the windows of a closed 
house, a puri f icat ion, and then a redecorat ion w i t h the experience of the past as decorator . 
Every w o r k of a r t is in a way a var ia t ion on an original t h e m e , catching at the spirit of the 
or iginal but standing clearly in its own life ; a new composit ion indeed, so far f r o m the 
original t h a t it would seem to be qui te unre lated to i t , yet t ied through the channel of 
t r a d i t i o n ; endless links through t i m e . I t is for us to catch the t h e m e . 

H . S. EDE. 

Ceri Richards. CONSTRUCTION. 1934 



FOR, ItlJT MOT WITH 
T h e fol lowing essay needs a few words of int roduct ion. I t or ig inated in a le t te r 

to the edi tor of Axis, where I expressed a doubt t h a t a pa inter not whol ly devoted to pro-
ducing abstract pictures, could be eligible for inclusion in a magaz ine which, as I thought , 
expressed so part icular ly the non-f igurative creed. I t appeared, however , I was mistaken 
in my est imate ; our ranges coincided. But t h e r e stil l r ema ined some debatable space ; 
scarcely no-man's land—a m o r e aer ia l hiatus, such as an a i r -pocket , perhaps. In any case 
a void of some sort , which I have been left to explore. 

Before I venture upon any cr i t ic ism of purely abstract a r t , I should prefer to state 
tha t I a m almost ent i re ly in sympathy w i t h its purpose and aesthetic. If I a m unable to 
submit to the exigence of a complete ly non-representat ional id iom, it is for what I wi l l call 
" personal " reasons. I t was the personal aspect which the edi tor of Axis seemed to th ink 
might interest her readers ; but since I feel t h a t mat te rs of personal bias are often looked 
at askance, I shall approach my object ive obliquely. For tunate ly I a m old enough t o 
r e m e m b e r when abstract a r t began to be spoken of as a passing fashion. This was soon a f ter 
its inception, a few years before the w a r . In England, since the end of the w a r , our m o r e 
vocal a r t critics have steadily discouraged the belief t h a t t h e r e is any fu tu re for abstract 
ar t . Indeed, it is usually stated as a cold fact, t h a t abstract a r t is dead. I have seen it pr inted 
in respectable journals, and offered as useful in format ion to guide the unwary , t h a t abstract 
painting has long been abandoned on the cont inent and tha t any a t t e m p t to do over again 
in England what had proved no m o r e than a freakish e x p e r i m e n t is not only fut i le , but per-
verse. Some of us know the story of the august personage who visited a famous a r t school, 



but , before enter ing , enquired w i t h great seriousness, " Professor T , I t rus t you have no 
cubists here " ; and upon being assured t h e r e w e r e n o n e — " I a m g lad ," he added, " Cubism 
is Bolshevism." This confused v iew is shared by a n u m b e r of p r o m i n e n t people in 
England t o this day : they a re convinced t h a t the pract ice and encouragement of abstract 
paint ing and sculpture is somehow subversive of discipline and order . A p a r t f r o m the 
slightly amusing i rony t h a t an a r t which so deeply imposes order and discipline on the 
imaginat ion , should become a sort of f o r m a l symbol for a conception of chaos, what are the 
facts, actual ly , concerning abstract a r t ? 

I t has been practised now, in various forms all over the w o r l d , for twenty-f ive years. 
Its adherents , far f r o m fal l ing off, have gradual ly increased. I n this country , the younger 
generat ion of art ists regards i t as a natura l f o r m of expression, and, I a m to ld , tha t at the 
public schools, i t is the only f o r m of a r t which has any appeal for boys interested in 
aesthetics. H o w are w e t o account for this state of things, so much at variance w i t h a 
popular conception ? 

For myself , I can only say t h a t an explanat ion given by H e r b e r t Read in his discussion 
of Mechanic Sensibi l i ty, chimes so perfect ly w i t h m y own understanding, tha t I can offer 
nothing be t te r than a quota t ion of his words. " T h e obvious ground for the appeal 
of mechanical f o r m , " he says, " is the presence in our daily life of so many machines ; of 
so many objects expressing in t h e i r lines and volumes a certa in functional perfection, to 
which we cannot deny the n a m e of beauty. . . . But the re is probably a profounder reason 
for the appearance of a mechanical or geomet r ic sensibility in m o d e r n a r t and tha t reason 
is the reason underlying all recur ren t phases of geomet r ic a r t in h is tory . " 1 H e then gives 
W o r r i n g e r ' s t h e o r y expressed in his book, Form in Gothic, t h a t the art ist 's wi l l in p r i m i t i v e 
man " did not arise f r o m the en joyment of d i rect sensuous percept ion of the object ; 
instead he created precisely in o rder to subdue the t o r m e n t of percept ion, in order to obtain 
f ixed conceptual images in the place of casual perceptual images . . . it was the product of 
a d i rect impulse of self -preservation, not the unrestrained luxury product of a humani ty 
del ivered f r o m all e lementa l w o r l d fears." Read finds a paral lel between the p r i m i t i v e 
art ist 's state and t h a t of the m o d e r n ar t is t . H e asks, " Is our outer wor ld , in its state of 
pol i t ical , economic and spir i tual chaos, one which man can face w i t h ' universal p iety, ' 
sensuous satisfaction, spir i tual ap lomb? Is it not ra ther a wor ld f r o m which the sensitive 
soul, be he pa inter or poet , wi l l flee to some spir i tual refuge, some sense of stabil i ty ? And 
is he not l ikely, in t h a t tendency, t o desert the perceptual basis of the empi r ica l a r t of the 
i m m e d i a t e preceding epoch, in favour of a fixed conceptual basis?" 

I a m whol ly in sympathy w i t h such a theory , a l though it can be made to cover a w ider 
field than t h a t occupied by a pure abstract a r t . I t explains, however , the spiritual need 
for such an a r t . But t h e r e is another reason why , f r o m a practical standpoint , a purely 
abstract a r t may be prevalent in t h e future . This is put fo rward in H e r b e r t Read's latest 
book, Art and Industry (Faber & Faber). In the course of his admirab ly reasoned case for 
an industr ial a r t , M r . Read suggests tha t " v i r tual ly a new plastic a r t , developed out of 
cubism, is very valuable as a ' pure ' a r t control l ing the deve lopment of fo rma l a r t in 
general which wi l l occupy, in the fu ture , a relat ionship t o industrial design very s imi lar to 
the relat ionship pure mathemat ics bear to the practical sciences." H e r e , I th ink , we have 
an idea immensely s t imulat ing to young minds; and one which, as it is understood and put 
into practice, wi l l go far towards reconcil ing the baffled or suspicious public to the meaning 
of abstract a r t . 

In this short s u m m a r y I have t r i ed to review the claims which a purely abstract a r t 
has upon t h e sympathies of every intel l igent person. I now wish to show, as succinctly, why 
I as an ar t is t , a m unable to practise such an a r t except as an occasional means of expression. 
T o begin w i t h , I wi l l t u r n in my tracks to the quotat ion I made f r o m H e r b e r t Read's 

1 Art Now (Faber & Faber) 



comments on W o r r i n g e r ' s theory of fixed conceptual images. Referr ing again to 
geometr ica l a r t in general , he admi ts tha t it is possible to regard it as an a r t of despair , 
" an a r t mere ly of escape f r o m the complex i ty and confusion of m o d e r n l i fe ." W h e t h e r 
this is just or not , or w h e t h e r i t ma t te rs or not , the a r t of escape is not the prerogat ive of 
the pract i t ioners of a purely geometr ica l ar t . W h a t we all do m o r e or less, as Jean H e l i o n 
says, is a piece of w o r l d , an isolated object. I find my piece of w o r l d cannot be expressed 
w i th in the restrict ions of a non-f igurat ive i d i o m ; not by reason of its expanse, so much as 
by reason of its character . I have known this f r o m the a f ternoon in Paris ten years ago 
when I l istened w i t h awe to A l b e r t Gleizes' e loquent spate of aesthetic and philosophic 
theory , to the last t i m e I tu rned the pages of Abstraction-Creation, and marve l led at t h e 
beauty of the i r immacu la te monotony . A p a r t f r o m the w o r l d of " pure " invent ion free 
f r o m association w i t h recognisable objects, I have no doubt , tha t the infinite var iat ions o f 
nature may be resolved w i t h an equally incalculable number of comple te abstractions. 
Y e t I find I still need part ia l ly organic features to m a k e m y fixed conceptual image. 
I discern among natural phenomena a thousand forms which migh t , w i t h advantage, be 
dissolved in the crucible of abstract t ransf igurat ion ; but the hard cold stone, the rasping 
grass, the intr icate archi tecture of trees and waves, or the b r i t t l e sculpture of a dead leaf 
—I cannot t ranslate a l together beyond the i r own image, w i t h o u t suffering in spir i t . My 
a i m in symbolical representat ion and abstract ion, a l though governed by a purpose w i t h 
a fo rma l ideal in v iew, seeks always to give life to a conception w i t h i n the f o r m a l shell. 
But when I a m at l iberty to change m y mood , and can t u r n to the geometr ica l planning of 
a tex t i l e or other f o r m of industrial design, I fancy tha t I gain]something in the release f r o m 
all representat ional prob lems; and it is dur ing these occasional periods, t h a t I find non-
f igurat ive painting a pure, unhindered joy. 

P A U L N A S H 

Arthur Jackson. PAINTING. 1934 



Exhibition of Abstract Painting* at the 
Experimental Theatre 

A t the m o m e n t of wr i t ing , i.e. dur ing the second week of the year 1935, the most 
impressive picture exhib i t ion to be seen in London is probably the scratch collection 
assembled at 59, Finchley Road, the headquarters of the Exper imenta l Thea t re . T h e fact 
t h a t some of the exhibits have been seen before e lsewhere does not det ract f r o m the i r 
interest . W i t h o u t pausing to scrut inize the doctr inal soil f r o m which they f lower, a dis-
interested Eye proffers the fo l lowing diary of its journey round this hothouse of abstractions. 

T h e eye wanders f irst , perhaps, to the w h i t e expanse of M i ro 's " H o r s e . " This turns 
out t o be an unknown breed of dog investigating a rich b r o w n viand and torpedoed in the 
rear by a fami l i a r M i r o fish. N e x t to this very sensitive drawing is a small inspired Ernst 
ent i t led " H u m a n Figure and Insects " — a n affair of re f r igerated blues accommodat ing 
t w o hosti le reds pacifically. T h e same wal l supports t w o wel l -known W a d s w o r t h s — 
" Exhalat ion " and " H u m o r e s q u e " — b o t h very fine if over -de l ibera te and hard. 

M r . Paul Nash is poorly represented by a chilly " S u m m e r " and a ra ther melancholy 
ru in , unhappy in tone , called " Strange Coast ." A characterist ic Baumeister—an outsize 
" H a n d " clutching the e lements of a Picasso " flat " sti l l - l i fe set in a coarse sandy desert 
of ol ive p i g m e n t — m a k e s an agreeable decorat ion. M o r e ingenious are M r . Piper's 
a la rming ly precise and complex " Construct ions," assembled f r o m hunks of cable, rods, 
d rums , r ibbed lavatory panes, strips of per forated b luebot t le -meta l , etc., and painted in 
sober ea r th colours. They suggest U n d e r g r o u n D wi r ing diagrams, or n ightmare rel ief 
maps such as a neat and gifted electr ic ian migh t improvise in sleep. 

M r . Ben Nicholson's t h r e e vert ical rectangular " C o m p o s i t i o n s " are of impeccable 
qual i ty : the f irst, p redominant ly grey, disclosing ample femin ine rhythms in skating 
t e m p o ; the second and largest picked out in dense black edged w i t h an icy blond surf and 
i l lumined f r o m beneath by a vivid v e r m i l i o n meniscus ; the th i rd a small nar row design 
in black, wh i te and scarlet signed at the top w i t h a bird- l ike crest. But it is the t r io of 
a t t rac t ive abstract ions by his young pupi l , M r . A r t h u r Jackson (Nicholsonesques w i t h a 
personal di f ference) , tha t provide the surprise of this show. O n e is a pure painting 
over lapping rectangles of l impid colour ; another is a plywood jigsaw ; the th i rd is a 
congeries of cut painted and mounted boards, f raming strips and islands of engaging colour. 

T h e t h r e e Klees are notable for the i r magical tact i le beauty ; a " Creat ive Sti l l -Life " 
—scumbled gold and wa lnut ; " C o u n t e r s p o t , " a check of faded sepia and iron grey 
domina ted by a frosty red a r r o w ; and " Cathedra ls , " a sh immer ing square boss incised 
w i t h m i n u t e runes r e w r i t t e n w i t h incredibly fine brushstrokes. Finally there is a magnificent 
Kandinsky, a mi rac le of balance. Its vast dun sky harbours a smoulder ing planet, reflected 
sectors of which leer on the hor izon. T h e r e is an appar i t ion of bleak tr iangles and a steep 
rocket ing of inflexible rods. Across a foreground of sombre, apprehensive gray a solitary 
black hierat ic camel stalks off left : the hieroglyph of a superb vision. 

H U G H G O R D O N P O R T E U S 

Picasso at the Tate 
I t is ra re to see several Picassos hanging together in London, and the fourteen 

paintings and drawings which M r . Hugh Wi l loughby has lent to the T a t e Gal lery should not 
be missed. They are not highly i m p o r t a n t pictures for Picasso, but each one is representa-
t ive of a phase ; and they are i m p o r t a n t enough, seen as a group, to al low verif ication or 
revision of opinions. 

" T h i n k of some highly organised visual ent i ty—a t iger , say : and then, over against 



i t , a dark red splash of paint upon a whi tewashed w a l l " ( W y n d h a m L e w i s : Men Without 
Art, p. 188). T h e red-splashed wal l is represented here by ear ly f ragments of a Toulouse-
Lautrec character . T h e o ther twe lve a re " t igers ." The Times a r t -c r i t i c suggests t h a t 
Picasso has always been a red-splasher at hear t , and has never successfully hidden the fact 
f r o m the clear-sighted. T h e r e is a suggestion of warn ing in his c o m m e n t : warn ing t h a t 
Picasso should not be mistaken for a top -drawer Classical ar t is t . T h e warn ing is unnecessary, 
because a top -drawer Classical ar t is t , even if he is born, cannot live and breathe in days of 
clearance l ike those of the last for ty years. A t any ra te , Picasso is the only mature a r t is t 
now living in possession of enough power and control to have created t h e need for a con-
t e m p o r a r y classical standard. A n d it happens tha t his m e t h o d has been tha t of t r i a l and 
e r r o r , of canal izat ion, of the suppression of e lements. D i rec t bui lding was impossible : 
clearance had to come first. Cézanne had chosen the site. W i t h t h e e x t r a complex i ty of 
life since about I9C0 and red-splash prompt ings l ike negro sculpture and psycho-analysis, 
wha t o ther approach has been possible than th rough use and constant control of the red 
splash ? I t was the only way t o marshal any e lements of this complex , constantly impl ica ted 
existence. 

In his task of clearance Picasso has at any ra te invented (being unable to find i t on 
the rubbish heap) a respectable con tempora ry Classical f o r m . " Picasso is a Romant ic " 
is a cheap taunt—i f it isn't a c o m p l i m e n t . A f t e r al l , a t iger as a visual ent i ty may qu i te 
reasonably be considered as a red splash in perfect control . 

T h e aggressiveness of a Picasso is exaggerated in reproduct ion. A show like this 
proves again the mistake of considering a series of reproduct ions as anything bet te r than 
an index. (And af ter a certain point , the be t te r the reproduct ion t h e worse the index.) 
T h e " Bather " painting, for instance, has the del icate feeling for paint of a Boudin, which 
a good reproduct ion subtly falsifies and a bad reproduct ion turns into a G e r m a n assertive-
ness. This paint ing and the abstract ion in the centre of the wal l have the contro l led potency 
of Picasso at his best. T h r e e or four of the drawings a re up to this standard too. Every-
where in t h e m is t o be seen t h a t finding of a line-of-all-lines ; t h a t cer ta inty t h a t is so 
certain tha t it looks lucky. In the t w o surreal ist " W o m e n on the Seashore " drawings t h e r e 
is l i t t le evidence of a c o m m i t t a l to surreal ism. I t is instruct ive to notice just how l i t t le 
there is. And even in t h e early Toulouse-Lautrec- l ike f ragments t h e r e is plenty to give 
the lie to those who argue too glibly about Picassoid sent iment , and snort at t h e Blue Period. 

J O H N PIPER. 
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