Dali and Picasso
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In every stage of life brings its own set of sad reflections. At 10, you think you could've been the captain of the kickball team if you had practiced kicking more. At 15 you think that if you had worked out more and been more athletic, Jana, the pretty blonde, might have gone out with you. At 20, you think that if you had studied harder in high school you would be in a better college. And so it goes. At 30, if you had gone to a better college, you would have a better job..

Not too many things go the other way, but art is one of them. My teachers were constantly down on my art. I could not draw a straight line or a circle. The only thing I really like to draw was trees blowing in the wind, because that way my brush to go whatever way I wanted. I was convinced I would never be an artist. But today,when I see what passes for art it is clear that I wouldn't have needed any talent whatsoever. The only thing that would've gotten in my way is my good taste and my conscience.

An observation people used to make about art is  “de gustabus non est disputandum;” there is no arguing about taste. Today nobody argues anymore that taste matters. It is shock that matters. When Alice Cooper bites the heads off of live chickens onstage, nobody would be stupid enough to call it good taste. There are lots of people, however, who argue that he can do whatever he wants, and it's only the unsophisticated boobs who don't "get it." They hang onto their stomachs, force a smile, and pretend that they're like this "art."
It's the same in every medium. It's swear words and naked people on stage; incredibly bloody deaths on the screen; child pornography on the Internet; pig fetuses in formaldehyde as sculpture, and ugly naked people in swear words scribbled on campus as art.
I remember how hard it was as a kid to learn how to drink whiskey and smoke. You had to close your eyes and hold your stomach to get that smoke in your lungs or to get that burning whiskey down your throat. It was extremely unpleasant, but it was part of being an adult. It's the same thing with modern art and music. You'd try not to throw up, suppress the healthy instinct just to run out into fresh air just to escape at all, you put on a forced smile, and pretend you like it. Or least you pretend to take the artist seriously, even though you quietly think he must be laughing at you for being so stupid.

How did it get to be like this? Oksana and I visited the Dali and Picasso museums in Spain last month. Their careers spanned the period during which art went from a formal subject in which one perfected one's technique by studying under masters, to a realm in which public relations and self-promotion is much more important than any artistic talent.

Pablo Picasso was born in 1881 in Barcelona, coming of age during the time of the Impressionists.  Dali was born 23 years later in Figueras, 100 km north of Barcelona. Both of them seem to be born to paint. Their earliest exhibited works, done at the ages of 14 and 15, show a mastery of technique. They could accurately depict anything that they looked at, and draw them unerringly, with no false or hesitant brush strokes.

After proving that they were masters of artistic technique, each of the artists rapidly expanded their horizons, experimenting with both established and leading-edge schools of art. A lot of their work paid respect to artists of previous centuries, especially El Greco. They felt a need to prove that they understood what had gone before them, the legacy on which they were building. To me this shows integrity on their part. If they were going to show, in the course of their artistic careers, that they had more to tell the world that Rembrandt, Vermeer, Titian, Manet and Monet, they had an obligation to understand these artists and to show that they had the talent to be successful in the genres which had preceded them.

In France, the Impressionism of the 1880s and 1890s gave rise to a number of new schools of art, among them Cubism. Picasso had come of age by this time, and not only embraced Cubism, but became one of its leaders. He was a strong personality and developed many friendships in the art world, ensuring that he would be close to the center of whatever was happening.

Dali likewise attracted a number of admirers early in his life. Surrealism was in vogue by the time he had demonstrated his mastery of past genres, and he joined the surrealists in Spain.  

Surrealism brought together a lot of the ideas that were in circulation in the 1920s. There is a nihilistic element -- a reaction to the horror of the first world war, a rejection of the notion that there is a fundamental order and logic to the universe. There is a psychological element, reflecting Sigmund Freud's extraordinary impact on the thinking of the age. There is a mechanical element, reflecting the growing importance of automobiles, airplanes, skyscrapers, and modern war machines.

Let me offer a biographical aside. Both these Spaniards married Russian women. Dali’s Gala was his life's partner and his artistic inspiration. For Picasso it was different -- he was never content with one woman. Their wives and lovers often served as models. The artists differed: Dali’s portraits of power were always realistic and flattering; Picasso's were abstract and unappealing.
There was a more profound difference in their art. As Picasso became more famous, he became more full of himself. He realized that the most important part of any of his works was the "Picasso" described at the bottom. That was the value. He dashed his paintings off with increasing speed, giving them an unfinished look. The strokes were deft and sure, but no more than was required to give an impression. Although the art historians in the museum gives meaning to every little detail in the painting, I am inclined to agree with Picasso himself, who said that there is no meaning in the painting beyond what you see in it. I have a feeling that a lot of his composition had a somewhat accidental quality to it. He relied on the gullibility of the art world to accept that there is genius in everything he did, and they satisfied his expectations.

Dali, on the other hand, never abandoned the very careful draftsmanship that had characterized his earliest works. Every painting, every sculpture, each of the elaborate works of jewelry he did shows an incredible attention to detail. Nothing is accidental, and nothing is out of place. Nothing is left to chance. You are convinced that he had a full concept of the entire work of art for he ever started, and that the work that you see is an exact reflection of what he saw in his mind's eye before his brush ever touched the canvas. Dali was a perfectionist; Picasso was content with being good enough.

King Louis XV said "après moi le deluge.”  After me comes the flood. He and his father had brought monarchy and to its pinnacle, and what would follow was a flood of commoners and mediocrity. Picasso and Dali might have said the same. Never abandoning their classical training, they introduced new schools of art which were ever more distant from the classics. The artists who followed them were able to succeed without classical training and without classical talent, depending largely on their ability to convince art patrons that they had something new and exciting to say. It isn't new, except that it represents new ways to degrade the classical tradition and attempt to shock the jaded viewer.  “Le deluge” has come. It was a great pleasure to see these two great artists points of departure, and get a retrospective of their journey into modernity. I recommend these two museums, and the artists, as a study in the transition of both art and society into our modern age. An age in which even I could be a painter.
But kids know better.  You heard about t he two kids who accidentally wandered into the sexuality exhibition at the Pinchuk gallery.  One said to the other, "Run, before somebody says we did it!"

