
'In their development of Cubism, Picasso and Braque began to use collage in their work, pieces of newspaper or imitation wood 
grain paper was often stuck next to a painted simulation of it. Discuss some of the issues raised by the Cubists development of 

abstraction including the ways in which their work questioned issues of reality.'  

Author: Nicolas Strappini, 1919 Words

'In some respects, Cubism brought to an end artistic traditions that had begun as early as the fifteenth century'. - Just Colleges, The complete college portal

Cubism signalled the beginning and end of eras. Blocks of colour, thickly painted lines and brash, industrial forms are elements that epitomise the world of 
Cubism. One can notice that, even though squares and rectangles represent three-dimensionality in their basest form: (the earliest computer games 
flaunted their sophisticated 3D-ness with the now quaint looking blocks) they can also strike someone as flat, inorganic and inexpressive.  
Cubism is a regression and a technological leap. Even flatter than its movement precursors, it lacks completely the representational, even romantic forms of 
Impressionism and the luminously bright hues of Fauvism. No longer entraced by the fantastical, pastoral or even human, Cubism presents a much more 
mechanised and cold vision. Some may even view it as carrying foreknowledge of the turmoil that would follow with World War 1. Heavily influenced by 
Cézanne, Braque and Picasso - the founders of Cubism - sought to drop the figure in favour of the cube. Moving away from the soft, imaginary classical 
narrative paintings (Titian's Venus to Manet's Olympia) it contents itself with a stark representation with a limited palette. In so many ways, it was a reversal 
of traditional methods, moving ahead alongside the technological leaps in photography, locomotives and even the atomic bomb. 

                                                                                                                                  Early Computer Game: 3D Blocks. 

Cubism developed between 1907 and 1914. Developing, as a photograph does (autochrome, a colour plate reached the market in 1907 allowed 
photographs with colours to accurately approximate life) and reacting to this scientific breakthrough, Cubism was truly modern. Photography then was taken 
less as an art form and more as a way to document reality. Therefore, Picasso's and Braque's art replicated this in a colourful deluge of analysing and 
complex blocks. Conceptually sophisticated, like colour photography was in the day, it seeked to fragment and deconstruct. Instead of merely portraying a 
scene or object from one perspective, a Cubist artist tends to portray his subjects from multiple angles to represent them in greater detail and context. 
Picasso's 'Demoiselles d'Avignon utilises changes in viewpoint. Two main sections of Cubism evolved - Analytic Cubism preceding Synthetic Cubism. 
English art historian Douglas Cooper postulated his own stages - Early Cubism, High Cubism and Late Cubism. Analytic Cubism itself describes the 
distortion and distillation of a particular object. I think it seems to deconstruct and reconstruct an item, therefore rendering it understandable - a sort of 
artistic dissection. Frequently rendered in monochromatic hues, Picasso and Braque tended to avoid subjects with overt emotional qualities in the period. 
Synthetic Cubism described the typographical, innuendo-laden, witty and modern world of early 20th-Century collages.



Cubism was a Parisian phenomenon. Its central position in Western Europe served to facilitate the migration of Spanish, Italian, German and Russian 
artists. It had an immense artistic legacy with a bias towards artistic freedom, a mecca for European Modernism, and the home for all things avant-garde. 
The City of Light can't be pictured today without its Eiffel Tower - even though when it was erected, many feared it would not fit in with its architecture.When 
Picasso returned to Paris from his home in Catalonia with the painting 'Les Demoiselles d'Avignon', he would spark the development of the most influential 
art movement of the 20th Century. He distorted his figures in such a way as to re-define the rules of painting and gave people an admittance to use 
abstraction. Almost simultaneously, Picasso's collaborator Braque was painting landscapes and trees as shaded cubes and pyramids - recalling Cezanne's 
statement in his letter to Emile Bernard to 'treat nature by the cylinder, the sphere and the cone'.              

As a precursor to Cubism, Fauvism used pure paint colours straight from the tubes. The Fauvists concentrated more on emotion than pure representation. 
The Impressionists sought to simplify forms to their minimum, but they were still relatively naturalistic - then Fauvism did away with this naturalistic bent in 
favour of expression. As a sensible development, then, we have Cubism which flattened and made objects even more abstractly wrought. It was much more 
intellectually involved than the demonstrative Fauvism. Traditionally, you couldn't possibly apply black straight from the tubes to the canvas, but Cubism 
played with the idea of unlimited black. Braque enjoyed using ochres and browns too, and eventually used coal and newspaper. Using pure colours that 
aren't at all muddy would seem to be perfectly suited to a movement that shied away from the representational. 

Cubism was profoundly influenced by the technological revolution - which included the advancement of photography and wider use of locomotives.  Also, 
Cubism began to use typography for risque visual puns. Braque and Picasso would start pasting paper and cloth onto a flat surface. The word 'collage' is 
derived from the French word 'coller' (meaning 'to stick'). A collage of 1912-13 portrayed a commercial drawing of a lady cut off at the waist but below, a 
label of the lingerie and broderie department at the shop 'Bon Marche' - and below that, in much smaller letters that point up to the word 'lingerie' and that in 
turn fill a pictorial hole … the fragmented words TROU ICI (hole here) are read. 
Because Cubism reacted to technological advancement, it even was involved with the combination of criminology and art. The famous French criminologist, 
Alphonse Bertillon devised a new system that would aim to prevent forgeries. He proposed that artists fingerprint their works, so that authentic works could 
be distinguished from forgeries by criminal methods. The artists Harpignies, Bonnat and Rodin approved this method (Picasso in Retrospect, page 41.)  
Picasso began to use Russian characters decoratively in his pictures and calligraphy. Gertrude Stein, the American writer and poet, enjoyed Picasso's 
experiments with typography, perhaps because of her history in literature. She believed that the act of writing for the Spaniard was an art in itself. Her 
interest in the alphabet, much like Picasso's, was unconventional - she considered words them things in themselves. For Picasso, the mundane, everyday, 
functional act of writing became artistic. Perhaps the addition of hand-painted an stencilled words was also a way of emphasising and asserting the flatness 
of the picture frame. The date found on a newspaper in a Picasso collage contradicts the date assigned to the work by historians - the choosing of the 
words themselves seems redundant. This shows that the use of newspaper and text was often more decorative than carrying a readable message.     

Surprisingly for me, while watching a BBC documentary named 'Beautiful Equations', the subject of Cubism was touched upon. Revolutions in the art and 
science world open up the doors of perception and change the way we perceive truth or reality. With Einstein's theory of Relativity, he enabled us to think 
differently about the relationship between time and space and in turn, Picasso reduces forms to geometry. Cubism seeks to explain, analyse and dissect an 
object, and Einstein's E:mc2 equation seeks to describe how much energy is in an object. With Einstein's theory of relativity, mass and energy were 
interchangeable, yet they were beforehand thought of as two different things. Similarly, in Picasso's 'Portrait of Ambrose Vollard', we cannot tell where 
Ambrose starts and the background, or, external matter, finishes. Mass and energy, Vollard and the environment around him - are no longer distinct.   



'For Picasso, the challenge of Cubism was to represent three dimensions on the two-dimensional surface of the canvas'. (Styles, Schools and Movements - 
Amy Dempsey). In this way, Analytical Cubism was much like a three-dimensional piece of pottery being smashed, and arranged as a mosaic - or a box 
being crushed and flattened to appear as a box net (so all the sides are visible). His portrait of Ambrose Vollard resembles an adamantine golem. Eyes 
closed, downcast, a floating head hovers in the top centre of the canvas. Painted extensively by Impressionists, Post-Impressionists and the Cubist Picasso, 
he provided exposure and support to many notable artists. As an Analytical Cubist work, the oil painting attempts to portray the inner workings of Vollard. He 
crumbles, and is in the process of disintegration. Because the head is disembodied the portrait seems almost morbid, with the pale, muted Cubist hues and 
the etherial white vapours manifesting where his body should be. What was Picasso's relationship with Vollard at this point, or what was the art collector's 
mental state? Perhaps Picasso was trying to capture Vollard's enigmatic personality, his ability to 'escape easy categorisation'. (http://www.artic.edu/aic/
exhibitions/picasso/themes.html)       

Around about 1914, Cubism began a 'loosening up', in that it was evolving into many different movements, such as Futurism that used a wide range of 
colours. 

'An increasing number of artists, painters like Mondrian, Malevitch, Rodchenko, and even at one point, it appeared, Klee, had come to see in Cubism only 
the first step towards a completely abstract form of painting' (Cubism, a History and Analysis 1907-1914 by John Golding).

I would concur with the point that Cubism was one of the first major art movements to deal with abstraction. However, there are many pieces of work I have 
reviewed that were created in the 1800's - James Abbott McNeill Whistler created 'Notturno in Schwarz und Gold, Die fallende Rakete' in 
1874. 



  'Notturno in Schwarz und Gold, Die fallende Rakete'

Unsurprisingly, Whistler's work was swiftly derided by the art critic John Ruskin who thought of it as 'asking two hundred guineas for 
throwing a pot of paint in the public's face'. 
I believe there are always precursors to almost anything, so pinpointing where an art movement (essentially an idea) was conceived 
is nigh on impossible.

I agree with Juan Gris when he said  'Truth is beyond any realism, and the appearance of things should not be confused with their essence'. 
Everything we perceive is essentially an abstraction, as it is being filtered through our own individual subconsciousness and worldview.  

'For both artists, Cubism was a type of realism, which conveyed realism more convincingly and intelligently than the various sorts of illusionistic 
representation dominant in the west since the Renaissance'. - (Styles, Schools and Movements - Amy Dempsey).
Dempsey is referring to Picasso and Braque here. Perhaps abstract art is pointing to an emotional truth that painting figuratively cannot capture. 

The philosophy of Cubism is reminiscent of Plato's Theory of Forms, in that both are concerned with the discovery of the essence of an object - what makes 
an object such as a table, a table. They both seek the optimal way of representing truthfully what defines the objects in the world around us. 


