THE FINE ARTS

THE FRENCH ART SHOWS

- Paris.

INCE a year and a half ago, when
SI was here last, France seems im-

pressively changed. The change
is dramatically signalized by the sight
of Caen from the Cherbourg boat
train. In 1948 that distinguished town
lay dusty and contorted, its terrible
scars of war exposed and seemingly
untended. Today, however, large new
buildings are rising in its streets, and
there is sound, movement, and, one
imagines, hope. On the train itself the
bread is whiter, and soon will be
further enriched; the fixed menu in-
cludes an additional course. Arriving
in Paris one senses at once a revival
of energy and spirits. There are more
people and cars on the streets; the
shops are well stocked, even though
the tourist rush is over; the city is
lighter, cleaner, more aggressively its
beautiful self. The food and wine are
superb. There are expositions and
conferences everywhere, among them
a Conférence Téléphonique Interna-
tionale, whose main business, I trust,
will be publicly to boil in oil one-
third of the city’s switchboard opera-
tors.

I began the art rounds at once,
equipped with the excellent trade
journal Arts, published by the Ga-
zette des Beaux Arts. I went first,
since it is closing soon, to the exhibi-
tion of Picasso’s very recent paintings
at the Musée de la pensée francaise.
The display is disturbing. Picasso,
clearly the leading master of our time,
shows sixty-five oils, without frames,
in a hopelessly crowded space. It is
said that the painter himself, weary

of the art trade’s expensive beatifi-

cation of his works, insisted on this
kind of installation. He was wrong to
do so, I think, but more seriously in
error in allowing most of the pic-
tures to be exhibited at all. Of the
sixty-five paintings, three or four are
excellent, four or five are interesting,
the rest are slap-dash works which
lack even virtuosity—the least of the
great man’s claims on our attention.

If Picasso does not try hard enough
these days, as the present exhibition
would perhaps unfairly indicate, his
disciples sometimes try too hard. In
the hall leading to his show are paint-
ings by his young comrades in the
Resistance; they seem feeble and
derivative works almost without ex-
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ception. But perhaps the installation
and bad lighting are again partly to
blame. Certainly I have never seen
modern sculpture look worse than it
does in the very large exhibition
“Sculpture in France from Rodin to
the Present,” which concurrently fills
the second floor and the garden of
the Musée de la pensée francaise.
There are fine works in the exhibition,
but the confusion, clutter,
and lack of cohesive stand-
ards are lamentable. Many
of the indoor pieces are im-
possible to see properly. No
checklist or catalogue is
available and, to remedy
this oversight, a number of
the artists or their friends
(in some cases it might well
have been their enemies)
have scribbled or gouged
identifying names on the
pedestals. I hope no neophyte will
make up his mind about modern
sculpture from the tawdry and care-
less evidence provided by this show.

Can anyone form a fair idea of the

" newer Parisian art by wvisiting the

Salon d’Automne, which has just
opened? I doubt it. There are 1,716
items, counting paintings, sculpture,
drawings, and prints, and including
memorial galleries for a number of
artists lately dead. The most famous
of the latter is Othon Friesz, whose
international reputation seems totally
inexplicable in view of the heavy
and stingy talent revealed by his pic-
tures at the Salon (and they are
among his best). The chaos at the
Salon is great, though with patience
and strong legs one can learn much,
most of it dispiriting so far as the
works by the postwar generation are
concerned. I found the large gallery
of semi-abstract paintings by Gischia,
Manessier, Marchand, Pignon, Tal-
Coat, and others, the most interesting.
Also notable, and by less familiar ar-
tists, were a huge romantic hunting
scene by Lorjou and a rather gripping
expressionist image, “The Poor Fish-
erman,” by Antoine Martinez.

For the French public, the problem
of judging this year’s Salon must be
especially hard in that it has become
a political battleground. The war be-
gins outside its doors on the Avénue
Président Wilson, where the wvarious
art and literary journals are urged on

the visitor. The paper most conspicu-
ously brandished on opening day was
Les lettres frangaises, a Communist-
dominated organ. It has a long article
on the Salon by Jean Marcenac which
I wish could be reprinted in America,
if only for the special edification of
Rep. George A. Dondero, of Michigan,
who is so stubbornly convinced that
Communist art and “modern” art are
one and the same subversive thing.

M. Marcenac begins his attack on
“modern” (specifically, abstract) art
much as Rep. Donderc began his ti-
rade in Congress—by claiming quite
falsely that nobody wants it, at least
not for coin of the realm. Abstract
paintings are “unsalable today,” says
M. Marcenac. He adds: “The abstract
painters have not understood that
what one bought from
them—and what one will
buy less and less,because to-
day abstraction is no longer
enough—was their silence.
... In a world where the
people who are the clients
of art dealers belong to a
social category of which the
least that ¢éan be said is that
reality gives it neither
reason nor hope, in such a
world since painters cannot
be prevented from painting, they
can at least be led to painting noth-
ingness.” Has M. Marcenac tried to
buy a cubist Picasso or a late Mon-
drian recently? The prices are very
high, the demand very active. Does
he seriously imagine that these
artists were “led” to create what they
did?

OU can see where M. Marcenac’s
argument is leading—straight to
the politico-social realism which he
reproduces almost exclusively on his
pages. Art, he says, “must be a lan-
guage understood by everyone.” As
spearhead for his contention, he
chooses a large recent painting by
Fougeron—*“the entire people under-
stand it.” The picture is entitled
“Homage to Houlier,” Houlier being,
in M. Marcenac’s words, “a militant
Communist, veteran of two wars, as-
sassinated at fifty-nine for having
defended the peace.” M. Marcenac
calls the picture a milestone in French
history painting, and points out that
it breaks completely with Fougeron’s
earlier, abstract style. He does not add
what seems to me evident: that the
picture owes much to Balthus, who
long before the war turned to a
comparable, mannerist figure paint-
ing, though without political over-
tones.
Nevertheless, Fourgeron’s picture is
an interesting work (I am sorry not
to be able to reproduce it here, but
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whereas photographs of other paint-
ings were available at the Salon to
everyone who had the modest price,
this negative belongs to Les lettres
. frangaises and apparently to them
alone). If Balthus seems a much finer
artist than Fougeron, it is not because
he is less politically minded, but be-
cause what he says is stronger, more
personal, and better expressed. There
is nothing the matter with social real-
ism as such in art; it has produced
some of the greatest images of the
past, and will do so again in the future
—provided it springs from individual
conviction instead of organized fac-
tional pressure. But what is dan-
gerously wrong is its champions’
insistence that it is the only true di-
rection for artists to take. And today
in Paris the political atmosphere
among artists is so tense that values
have become raucous and distorted.
I find it hard to believe that the new
generation will discover its own iden-
tifying style until the current political
crisis has abated somewhat.

After the polemics of the Salon,
it is a relief to visit the calm gal-
leries of the Petit Palais, where the
French masterpieces of the Louvre, up
to the impressionists, are now in-
stalled. While there were definite ad-
vantages in being able to see these
pictures in the wider context of the
prewar Louvre, now at least one dis-
covers qualities and comparison never
suspected before. The jewels follow
one after another, beginning with the
fifteenth-century Fouquets and ending
with Lautrec’s “Mail Coach at Nice”
—that vigorous little picture, reeling
with elegance, its fashionable turbu-
Jence contrasting sharply with Géri-
cault’'s romantic image of primitive
pbrute strength, “The Race of the Wild
Horses.” The sixteenth-century man-
nerist pictures at the Petit Palais are

—Jean Fouquet.

“The jewels follow one after another .. .”
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superbly chosen, the eighteenth-cen-
tury Watteaus and Chardins of top
rank mostly. But what makes the
exhibition especially exciting is that
it reveals how greatly the seventeenth
century in French art has been
strengthened by the fairly recent re-
discovery of Georges de la Tour, the
subject of a handsome new monograph
by Francgois-Georges Pariset. Whereas
once Poussin and Claude seemed that
century’s chief French ornaments,
now they share honors with De la
Tour. They share them, too, with the
brothers Le Nain, by whom additional
works have lately come to light. Thus
the French tradition becomes more
and more impressive with the years.
at the Musée du Jeu de Paume, its
late-nineteenth-century flowering is
illustrated by the “Masters of Im-
pressionism” exhibition, inaugurated
after the recent war.

At the Orangerie des Tuileries, the
large Gauguin show of the summer
continues, jammed to the doors at all
hours of the day. For me, Gauguin
has always been by far the weakest
of the post-impressionist four—Cé-
zanne, Van Gogh, Seurat, and him-
self. I still feel that is his rank, and
that the legend about him, so largely
created by “The Moon and Sixpence,”
has over-inflated his fame. Neverthe-
less, this is a fine show, and includes
a number of unfamiliar works which
confirm, though they do not increase,
Gauguin’s considerable stature. What
is especially evident is his tendency
to wobble at separate times toward
various of his greater contemporaries.
But then again he hits his own stride,
and paints those flat, brilliant pictures
which meant so much to innumerable
artists everywhere at the end of his
and the beginning of our own cen-
tury. Perhaps his finest early disciples
were Vuillard and Bonnard, whose
large decorative panels are shown at
Bernheim Jeune.

Numerous shows are scheduled to
open soon, among them the Salon des
Tuileries, the Salon des Surindépen-
dants, and a retrospective Léger ex-
hibition at the Musée d’Art Moderne,
which will be followed by one for
the English sculptor Henry Moore. I
hope to report on these events at a
later date. Meanwhile, it is to be noted
that there are more art bookshops than
ever before, that the Café Flore is
often so crowded that not even an ex-
istentialist can be sure of a table, that
magazines devoted to la belle poitrine
and kindred subjects are reappearing
on the stands as postwar austerity
relaxes, that the weather is wonderful,
that Paris as I-said, as someone, God
willing, will always be saying, is very
beautiful by day and night.

~—JamMmEes THRALL SoOBY.
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rom “Modern Painters.”

“The Disasters of War,” by Goya.

The Mind of Goya

THIS I SAW. By Antonina Vallentin.
New York: Random House. 871 pp.

$5.

By WaLTER Pacn

HEN, because of the Civil War

in Spain, the masterpieces of
the Prado Museum were sent for
safekeeping to Switzerland, Bernard
Berenson remarked before the works
of Goya, “With him you have the
beginning of our modern anarchy.” If
that last word troubles you, try sub-
stituting dynamism, revolution, or
the like. But at least you will agree
with Mr. Berenson that Goya stands
on the dividing line between a past
and a future.

His latest biographer, Antonina
Vallentin, is no new hand when it
comes to the study of extraordinary
personalities, for in her “Leonardo da
Vinci” she had to deal with some of
the supreme problems of the human
mind. And in the book before us it is
the mind of its subject which most
interests the author. The incidents of
his exciting career are retold in a way
that indicates a new study of source
material, and Credit is due for the
caution exercised as to sensational
incidents. In Goya’s case there is a
plethora of such material, but Mme.
Vallentin has had the good sense and
the good taste to reject many of the
early legends when they could not
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be supported by real documentation.
The result, especially for the earlier
life of the great painter, is to show
him as a steady and sober aspirant
for excellence in his art, instead of
the “great lover” and adventurer of
the romanticized biographies, thus
attaining a thoroughly credible por-
trait of the man. His carser of
eighty-two years, during which he
went from poverty to wealth, from
obscurity to the highest rank as
painter to the kings and great nobles
of Spain, is accounted for in detail
which includes a dramatic recital of
the effects of the total deafness which
overtook him in middle life, his re-
lationship with the soul-stirring
events of Napoleon’s fatal War of the
Peninsula, and the final exile to
France which the artist imposed upon
himself when a Bourbon reactionary
again mounted the throne of his coun-
try.

In giving the background against
which the drama of Goya’s art was
enacted, the author makes searching
inquiry into matters like the relation-
ship of the painter to the politically
awakening masses of mankind, to the
devastating power of the Inquisition,
and to the question of religion itself.
If Spanish Catholicism was so deep-
rooted that even a man of Goya’s
filerce independence habitually made
the sign of the cross on the paper
which was to receive his drawings

or writings, he also composed “a
satire in pictures, if not against the
Church itself, at least against the
abuses and repressions of which the
Church was guilty.”

From the standpoint of psychology
—that of the man and his period—
the book may be read with profit.
But, after all, the essential thing
about an artist is his art; and it was
because of the quality of Goya’s
painting that Berenson made the
suggestive remark above quoted.
Mme. Vallentin is sensitive to the
quality of paint on canvas, to color,
and to composition. So that, when—
in his youth—her hero was not yet
able to meet his pictorial problems,
she says so without hesitation. The
very uneven merit of his work
throughout his later life is likewise
dealt with in unsparing fashion, her
shrewd observation being that the
range of his portraits—from dull
failure to dazzling success—is to be
measured, in large part, by his inter-
est in his sitters.

Granting that such preoccupation
with subject matter affected the work
of many artists of the past, one is
indeed led to give weight to those
words “modern anarchy” when one
sees how much of Goya’s value re-
sides in matter of pure expression. A
Titian of only mediocre appeal as a
human document may still be a near-
ly complete gospel of painting. Not .
so a Goya, for it lacks the foundation
of the central hearth of European art
which "‘makes Italy, and, later on,
France the inheritors of the Greeks,
and even of the predecessors of that
supreme people.

So that Mme. Vallentin, emphasiz-
ing Goya’s anticipation of the modern
sense of landscape, and uttering such
sentences as “Impressionism is born,”
is right in devoting the space she does
to the enigmas contained in Goya’s
etchings. Often explained, they still
defy complete explanation, as does a -
panel with which the artist, in his old
age, decorated a wall of his house.
“It is the essay of a painter no longer
addressing himself directly to the
human eye. It is suggestion: like
waves of music, this painting calls
directly upon human sensibility. But
it is also the end of an art governed
by certain immutable laws of vision:
an impasse, not a road.”

The statement is a bold one, as are .
all statements that would set limita-
tions upon the course of genius. Who
knows? If even the glorious lifetime
of Goya was not enough to solve the
problems which he imagined for art,
perhaps “modern dynamism” (the
variant I proposed for Berenson’s .
phrase) has carried his work on to
new success. )
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