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Sean Cubitt

Have you ever seen a finished picture? A picture or anything else? Woe unto you the day it is said that you are finished! To finish a work? To finish a picture? What nonsense! To finish means to be through with it, to kill it, to rid it of its soul, to give it its final blow: the most unfortunate one for the painter as well as for the picture. The value of a work resides precisely in what it is not. (Picasso, in Chipp, 1968: 273) 

In the late canvas L'étreinte made only a year before his death, Picasso is deep in the reflection on carnal passion and ageing that dominated his last years, and yet there are features of the painting that point back over a long trajectory of visual thought. In his earliest years, and at least as late as public art works like the dove drawn for the 1949 Congrès Mondial des Partisans de la Paix, Picasso's extraordinary drawing facility, and his ability to make a line of exquisite grace and fluidity, remained apparent. Yet it is also clear that in various key periods he turned towards other ways of seeing and making, such that in the late works, and perhaps with especially affecting power in L'étreinte, we see a gift deliberately interrupted, broken, imprisoned and made to suffer: a racehorse in harness. The critical moment arrives before Picasso joined the Communist party, when in the context of the surrealist movement and the Spanish Civil War, he turned against the achievements of his youth and young manhood. It was then that his battle with the fluidity of his own line begins, revealing a far richer and technically more productive sense of the political aesthetic than mere iconography could convey. 

Through the period of the First World War, prior to the moment of his adoption by the rich and glamorous, Picasso was the walking embodiment of the avant-garde. But after the Russian Revolution, and even more so after the Wall Street Crash, painting no longer had the relevance, the centrality it had owned in the first decades of the century. Picasso in the 1930s, while more famous, and more lionised than ever, was no longer leading the revolutions in art. His experiments in printmaking, which are at the centre of this chapter, are integral to what may well have been his own awareness that painting no longer lead the way. The rise of surrealism, and especially the importance of the French Communist Party (PCF) in the surrealist movement, would open important new avenues; not as the latest fad but because surrealism was so self-consciously a vanguard movement; because it was a movement involving interesting people, and the mature Picasso was almost always a very sociable artist; and because for at least a brief moment it appeared to provide a genuine artistic response to the rise of European fascism. Late in life, some of the technical lessons learned in the 1930s would model a new set of concerns and orientations in Picasso's drawings, prints and paintings. At this juncture, he no longer needed to concern himself with being at the forefront of things. Instead he could concentrate on personal themes, and revert therefore to the now thoroughly personalised media of painting and drawing, precisely because it was not in the political domain. Here in the most intensely self-reflexive works of his old age, ironically enough, techniques tempered in the political fire of the 1930s would return, and at a moment in European cultural history when the slogan 'the personal is political' was gaining momentum, placed his own personal drama on the operating table, slicing into it with the tools he had honed in the days of his political struggle. Throughout this long career there reappears, again and again, a concern with the facility of his design skills, which in the 1930s he learned to impede, in such a way as to remake his line – as critique rather than account – in the self-analyses and technical enquiries of the late works. The 1930s lie at the heart of this, raising the entirely Communist question of the relation of the artist to his times. These late canvases are, among other things, autobiographical: we need then to place them in relation to the public, artistic biography out of which they grew, and first of all the heroic moment of analytic cubism.

Analytic Cubism 1912

His early career, the experiments in form and expression, and the engagement with painting, reach their culmination in the analytic portraits of 1912, perhaps especially those of The Aficionado and Vollard. With Georges Braque, and from about 1908 with Juan Gris, he was among those who maintained the position of painting, built up by the impressionists and post-impressionists, as the vanguard art of the new century, the defining instance, for musicians, poets and dramatists, of the very meaning of the term avant-garde. The aesthetic that emerged during those years, especially between 1906 and 1912, focused on the dimensionality of the canvas as medium, the passage from three to two dimensions. In many ways this translation added extreme force, in much the same way that the 3D force of wind is magnified when translated onto the two-dimensional surface of the ocean. The sheer speed of composition is a key feature: as if learning from the speed of perception addressed by Manet and Pissarro, Picasso and Braque ploughed their ways through canvas after canvas in enormous haste, not just to complete the experiment and move on to the next, but because the deftness of the hand was always going to be slower than the immediacy of perception. Cubism of the heroic early period is thus not only about relations between three and two dimensions, but also about the fourth: about time, and how time was to make its way onto the canvas. At this stage, the history in which Picasso lived was the history of art. The moment of perception, and the speed of its representation, were to guarantee vanguardist leadership; but always in full knowledge of how the work was not just about how to live in time but how to make history. It would be that sense of the making of history that would change most profoundly, and find its most profound expression in Picasso's changing practice of the line.

The myth of impressionism has always celebrated its instantaneity, although the reality seems to be that the impressionists were patient and careful workers on the materiality of the surface, building up layers and using impasto to build highlights, much as Rembrandt had done centuries before (Bomford, et al, 1991). Picasso, perhaps even more so than Braque, is less interested in the dimensionality of the surface, more on the translation, and therefore in the myth of instantaneous perception. This placed Picasso in a contradiction. If on the one hand the gesture was a central element of style, and the fluidity of mark-making an integral aspect of the bodily form of art as an act of making, on the other it simply took too long. The violence of shading, for example in the Les Demoiselles d’Avignon (1907), is not only a fauvist trope. The shading certainly operates by representing the fury of artistic production, producing a sign of that fury rather than evidence of fury itself (the painting’s multiple versions show that it was far from hastily put together: see Green 2001: 4-8). But more than that, the shading is an artefact of the incommensurable speeds of vision and facture. What is on the wing must be rendered on the picture plane marked with urgency, as if in competition with photography, while painting must also leap beyond the camera's seemingly predestined indexical relation to a banal world of material observation. At its highest point of development, before a new series of explorations in texture, found objects and form in what we now know as synthetic cubism, analytic cubism captured not only what was there in front of the artist, nor only (especially in Braque) the spaces and shadows between things, but also the inference to be taken from catching movement (light, expressions, subjectivity; phenomena, sensation, perception, apperception, emotion) on the fly: that what is here actual is always also virtual, on the cusp of becoming otherwise. 

The famous instability of the subjects in these portraits is thus not only due to analysis of appearance from multiple viewpoints in changing light. Initial appearances are by this stage being reworked on the canvas, in dialogue with the canvas, when the madly dashing brushwork of 1907 had calmed into a more meticulous construction of image. There is certainly a dialogue with the process, the temporal processes, of perception and apperception; a phenomenological turn, such that one can readily understand the work as taking over the labour of understanding humanity's place in the world at a moment when philosophy, already turned towards mathematics in the late 19th, began the twentieth century's long engagement with language. There is also a deep connection with the craft of painting, which returns now after being somewhat elided in earlier experiments. And the paintings undoubtedly speak to, with and of the world in its potential to become other. But there is a sense in which these paintings mark a specific moment in cubism, an aesthetic achievement which Picasso would move beyond, but which remained the lynchpin aesthetic of what David Cooper (1995) dubs Late Cubism, the style which would feed les arts déco. This aesthetic – which in the glorious moment when painting, in the unique form of cubism, was the pinnacle and lightning-rod of the avant-garde – was able to attract such a stable, and if never hegemonic, nonetheless totemic status as the hallmark of modernism in design, because it was a transcendental aesthetic.

The phrase 'transcendental aesthetic' can never be voiced without invoking Kant's Critique of Pure Reason. Though far more attention has been paid, especially since Jean-Francois Lyotard (1994) and those he influenced, to the third critique, with its account of the Sublime, it is the transcendental aesthetic which undergirds the entire edifice of the three critiques, and in many respects underwrites the very diagram of modern society, for it is in these pages that Kant first voices the absolute division of space from time. Picasso's attempts to make the time of perception and the time of making as closely identical as they appeared to be in photography comes to fruition in an aesthetic which not only arrests time, as any still image must, but incorporates into the still image the experience of time, not as passage and loss, but as inhabiting a duration. The great power of these canvases arises from the paradoxical relation between time as becoming and time as duration, enduring; as the sitters endure for the duration of the painting process. In the latter case, what is expressed, recorded and transmitted is not becoming at all but being, or, as it would be expressed fifteen years later, Being (Heidegger 1962; first published 1927). Yet it was not this temporal paradox that made the style accessible: it was the constriction of time to the formal command of space, capturing the restlessness of a newly technological century in a solid, tangible and most of all static form, which, even better, was readily adaptable to mass production. 

The historian of perspective Hubert Damisch claims that cubism was the product of 'the advent of psychophysiology and the success, dubious at best, of non-Euclidean geometries, whose nefarious impact . . . notably on the epigones of cubism cannot be exaggerated. Fortunately,' he adds, 'criticism has since renounced such nonsense' (Damisch 1994: 6). For Damisch then, cubism was merely a style, as opposed to the 'symbolic form' of perspective. Only symbolic forms, in this view, have with a legitimate claim to apprehend and interpret reality, the world and Being: cubism, being a merely faddish adaptation of superseded theories of 'the human motor' (Rabinbach 1990) and the fourth dimension (Henderson 1983), does not. According to John Berger's classic essay, ‘The Moment of Cubism’ (1967), on the contrary, cubism reflected a fundamental disjuncture in the construction of space which first found expression in the mathematics of Einstein, Poincaré and Dedekind, but one whose geometric and physical origin was left behind by the key architects of Cubism in an orgy of innovation, and was even more deliberately mislaid by the practice and history of art in subsequent years. 

As Braque put it, 'When the fragmentation of objects appeared in my painting around 1910, it was as a technique for getting closer to the object' (cited in Golding 1988: 87). In the period following 1907, Braque and Picasso seem to have undertaken a very similar time-based work of looking and analysing the visual field. The parts into which they analyse the objects they see, however, are not the logically subordinate parts that a scientist might be trained to find. Rather they are planes, reflections, effects of light and shade, mass and weight in specific areas of the field, in short, as in Kant's transcendental aesthetic, qualities of the perceiving mind in proximity with its objects, rather than qualities of the world. The resulting analytical objects were already by 1909 at a stage of abstraction that made it difficult for the artists’ own circle to descry what in the real world had provided the motif for the canvases. Both artists began to add clues –visual or verbal – to help identify the objects disassembled on the operating table of their canvases. 

Not only do the pair dissolve the objects into fluid interpenetrating planes; they retain chiaroscuro shading but without reference, in all but a few canvases from 1908, to any single cohering light-source, as if the light as well as the point of view migrated about the motif. Other standard practices go by the board: from the Demoiselles onward, cubist space is consistently shallow, even in landscapes; perspective is divergent rather than convergent, with walls and other elements broader where they are logically most distant; and there is no use of atmospherics (fog) to produce any compensating sense of depth. Instead the same levels of detail and illumination obtain across the whole field of the canvas. The depictions were still more puzzling because they contained a record of the analyses on which they were based: that is to say, they contain the time of their making, unfolding in simultaneity the narrative time of observation, movement and gesture – looking, moving round the object or model, making the marks of the painting itself – so that the image, to the extent that it is one, either, in certain cases, offers a gestalt reassemblage of a series of disparate observations, moves and gestures into organic unity; or, in other canvases, a field of vision which demands that the viewer move, at least optically, over the surface of the work in a time-based practice of looking, from discrete parts to a whole, which, in these instances, however, is rarely unambiguously present or complete. When Picasso sets up a guided tour of the object, or rather an account of a guided tour, he structures the viewers' experience. Yet that experience, to the extent that it is time-based, is also an experience of puzzling through, or thinking you recognise a relationship between elements, then finding that the first hypothesis breaks down, and others have to replace it in a constant series of misrecognitions in which the plenitude of the object, with rare exceptions (such as the portrait of Fanny Tellier known as Girl with the Mandolin of 1910, now at MOMA New York), never entirely materialises. 

These canvases construct space before they construct objects, but that space is constituted as the relationship between objects, a space that is as tangible and manipulable as the objects themselves.  At the same time, analytic cubism demonstrates that these techniques, if undertaken in a spirit of faithfulness to the empirical moment of observation, to the ontology of the object and the phenomenology of the subject orchestrated in the analytic moment of vision and envisioning, produces an experience which may have no unifying moment of coherence, other than the pursuit of coherence itself. In this aesthetic, the incompleteness of both representation (including the constructed space) and viewing extend the painting not only volumetrically but temporally. It is relational to the extent that it provides both a new vocabulary for the industrial production of spatial illusions and a fundamental challenge to that construction: that world, representation and viewing are all three radically incomplete, and the process of bringing them together potentially interminable. The challenge is to Kant's foundational unitary consciousness of time and space, and thus to the foundations of early twentieth century scientific rationalism. And it arrives at the same time as that unitary system, quite content to bracket relativity and the emergent Copenhagen model of quantum dynamics in the guise of an increasingly managerial empiricism, begins to vie for the hegemonic role it would take in the West in the twentieth century.

Picasso worked during 1912 on The Aficionado (Kunstmuseum Basel), which can serve as a summary of the stylistic innovations of the previous four or five years. As John Richardson (1996: 242-5) notes, this was a reworking of a canvas that started life as a bagpipe player: the repertoire of signs (moustache, Cordovan hat, banderilla) and a layer of darker paint to replace a once pink complexion sufficing to reconstitute the motif. The important elements are the construction of the body, recorded in a series of sketches made at the time. Francis Frascina notes not only the complex relations of words and parts of words to French and Spanish puns, but the political complexity of the choice of subject. The word Nîmes appears in the upper left of the painting: the Aficionado is a boulevardier in France, not Spain, in a town however known for its bullfights, and also for the associations of bullfighting with the only recently defused Dreyfus case, a bitter clash over anti-Semitism in the French Army, and with the nascent fascist party Action Française (Frascina 1993: 159-62). Already in this canvas, there are elements (the outline of a carafe, the cursive and stencilled letters) that indicate the immanent move to the flat surfaces of synthetic Cubism. But what we have still is the projection characteristic of analytical Cubism's construction of space. Objects and the elementary facets of objects project themselves into the space they produce in the act of projection. There is no aficionado waiting to be discovered: if there were, the painting could not have been generated from a quite different previous motif. Rather than fragments of an already given and always whole object, these are accounts of how an object or cloud of objects come to 'be', come to presence, both visual and tactile, in space. The activity of making themselves visible is the work of constructing the space they occupy: we witness a visual marriage of phenomenology and ontology, the aesthetics of perception and the coming to existence of its objects. What we have however is a monument to that visual and philosophic task: the movement that produces it, and the movement it commands from its viewers, occur around the painting as still point in a turning world.

Minotauromachia  and Sueño y Mentira de Franco

By 1937, the world had changed radically from the pre-War years of vanguardism. As Antonio Negri (2011) has it, the Russian Revolution and the Wall Street Crash brought in the era of the masses and of mass art. Picasso too would turn towards a new public, especially in his adoption of his art to the art of printing. His Minotauromachia of 1935, almost 300 years after Rembrandt's 100 Guilder Print, returns to some of that work's great themes: light against darkness, the division of rich from poor and powerful from powerless. There are many ways to read Minotauromachia's assemblage of key motifs from the previous three or four years' output – as a myth of sacrifice, as an allegory of the artist at work, as a first response to the Spanish Civil War, which though normally dated from 1936, can be said to have begun with José Sanjurjo's attempted coup of 1932, the beginning of military, royalist and fascist revolt against the Second Republic. Picasso's involvement with the surrealists, dating back to 1927, is apparent throughout the 1930s: Breton's Manifestos of surrealism of 1926 and 1930, and his Surrealism and Painting of 1928 (Breton 1975) would have been current in Picasso's circle, which included Elouard, Miró and Ernst. To the extent that the print is surrealist, however, it is in an odd political position: Breton and Elouard, along with Crevel, had been expelled from the Communist Party in 1933 for their assertion that proletarian literature was impossible under capitalism, placing them at odds with the rappel à l'ordre of the Popular Front. We are still a decade before Picasso's own turbulent membership of the PCF begins, yet we need to understand in the Minotauromachia an attempt to come to terms with a movement from art history to the history of Europe. At the same time, however we read it, the material form of the print is paramount. It is clearly made out of juxtapositions of light and darkness, and in the centre of the image, a struggle between illumination and shade, as the minotaur's hand shields him from the candle, while also reflecting light back onto the girl's face. To achieve blacks in prints made the year before, Picasso experimented with variations on aquatint, which allows far more ink to cling to the surface and pass to the paper: it is capable of far richer, deeper and more consistent blacks. Yet this work is made in etching and drypoint. Picasso builds his blacks here from marks, not textures, and as a result, in the Minotaurmachia, nowhere is either the light or the dark pure. 

Martin Ries observes a series of pentimenti (changes to the plate between states) that suggest something of the print's intellectual as well as technical genesis, among them

• the rain cloud, upper right, with the line extending down through the Minotaur's left arm (the etching plate evidently was burnished to erase the line and finally scratched over);

* Picasso is always explicit about sex organs, yet obfuscates the Minotaur's genitals here;

• there is a difference in scale of the Minotaur's arms and legs, his left leg is similar in distortion to the knee of the Rushing Woman in Guernica ;

• there is an unexplained drape (muleta?) to the right of the Minotaur; the lump on the back of the Minotaur's neck could have been a smaller head scratched over to become a large hirsute neck;

* the decoration on the Torera's traje de luces changes; her legs and right arm seemed unattached to her body;

• the building either extends out into the water beyond the shore, or Picasso did not continue the side down to the earth (Ries 1972-3: np).

Ries concludes that the print may have commenced as a variant on the frolicking minotaur of other works from the early 1930s, but that the mythological reverberations may well have taken over from that first conception as Picasso worked on the image over the months from March to May, moving towards 'a comment on his times' which 'reached its culmination with Guernica, that gray icon of life and anti-life' (Ries 1972-3: np). If he is right, and the continuities in the motifs between the print and the 1937 painting would certainly suggest so, then the quest for a dialectic of light and dark premised on achieving effects equivalent to Rembrandt's blacks resulted in an entirely cinematic palette of greys. 

A counter-argument might be raised based on the remarkable colour proof that Picasso made of the final state of the Minotauromachia, dabbing colour inks à la poupée (with a rag ball) on the image. The wall between the girl and the man on the ladder is russet, the wall above her head and along the underside of the windowsill is ivory (as is her face), and the area surrounding the candle between her face and the Minotaur is olive green. The minotaur's 'bundle' on his back is the red of a matador's cape, and the darkest areas, now with a brown overlay, are the minotaur's face, especially, his shoulder, and the area between the horse's hooves and the legs of the dead woman matador he carries on his back, whose face is now the brightest area of the image. With the move to colour, the entire weight of the composition shifts its centre of gravity. The light now gathers not on this polysemic dialectic of the little girl and the monstrous man, but in the face of the one person who can not see it: dead or injured, the Torera's eyes are clearly shut. 

At the same time, when compared to earlier prints by Picasso, the prints of the mid-1930s are far less fluid, far less graceful, far less marked by his facility in drawing. During the 19th century, etching had been increasingly promoted as the best type of printmaking for artists who did not want to undergo the rigorous training of the profession. It allowed fluid lines with the etching needle and delicate shading, without the apprenticeship. Picasso from the start began to correct his earliest engravings with an engraver's burin to add or deepen lines, and a burnisher to smooth or erase unwanted ones. He also used the drypoint technique, which not only produces feathering but gives the ink a very different shade on the burr to the incised area. In Picasso's case however, the artist removed the burr from his lines. Baer comments 'The most important advantage that drypoint had for him was that the greater difficulty in handling the drypoint needle on the metal served to curb the facility of his hand for drawing' (Baer 1997: 63). In fact the violence of Picasso's use of the tools caused great amusement in his printers, the brothers Lacoutière, especially his use of a scraper, usually used for correcting, as an engraving tool: unsharpened, chipped, the scraper gave a sense of texture to each line drawn with it, and a characteristic sense of force to the resulting image. 

That force is however less an expression of the artist's will, and far more one of struggle: between the gestural fluidity of his previous drawing styles and the resistance offered by his materials, when handled in such unorthodox ways. If anything this sense of strife is even more apparent in the three prints comprising the Dream and Lie of Franco of 1937. Unlike the Minotauromachia, the Dream does employ aquatint, the medium made famous by Goya, and which Picasso had experimented with extensively for a decade prior. 

The process used in the 1930s, as in Goya's time, dusts the burnished copper plate with a fine layer of resin dust in two grades, one slightly larger than the other, which adhere to the plate when heated. When dipped in the acid bath, the result is a microscopically dotted field of pits in which the ink can hold fast. Then the plate is coated as usual with wax or resin, and the normal etching process begins. Areas can be 'reserved' – kept free of this preparatory process – using wax or greasy lithograph crayons, or in Picasso's case Marie-Thérèse's nail varnish; and the acid can be applied by brushing selected areas, or again in Picasso's case by rough dabbing or smearing with newspaper, muslin or whatever came to hand to give a more textured, hand-made feel. Though most lauded for its ability to produce gradations and depths of black, the aquatint passages in the Dream are notably pale, from a combination of parsimonious use of resin and more particularly mopping up much of the ink à la poupée. 

The poem that accompanied the Dream is frankly surrealist in inspiration: in part it reads:

owl fandango escabeche swords of octopus of evil omen furry dishrag scalps afoot in middle of the skillet bare balls popped into a cone of codfish sherbert fried in scabies of his oxen heart – mouth full of marmalade of bedbugs of his words (Picasso 2009)

At the same time there is no mistaking the tone of disgust, and the violence of the imagery. Like the print, the poem is an irrationally violent response to the irrational violence of Franco, a satirical action in the same vein as Goya's great satiric prints. In the first sheet
, using the aquatint process to provide a fine, even grey to fill his figures, Picasso creates frames in which an Ubu-like, hairy, vegetable Franco attacks a statue with a pick-axe, prays surrounded by barbed wire, cross-dresses in mantilla, aims a spear at the sun.  In the central panel, a Minotaur has tumbled the false knight off his horse. The same motif appears in the central frame of the second sheet, where the Minotaur eviscerates Franco's horse, as a bull might the mounted picador at the bullfight, next to another in which the Minotaur, radiating black lines of anger or heat, confronts the crowned bagpipe-gourd Franco. Across the top, Franco tramples down a horse and rider, who lie where they have fallen, while in the remaining frames a mother cradles her dead infant, and three women, two clutching children, scream at the sky. In the lower panels of the second sheet, the aquatint gives out, and the line takes over. The tragic figures of Guernica begin to assemble for their roles in stark black and white, bereft even of the half-tone effect of aquatint or the grays of the later painting. 

The politics of surrealism do not capture in whole the density of the engagement spoken through the prints. Here the tortured bestiary of symbolic forms is framed as comic-strip, the bande dessinée 'petit format' that became increasingly popular in France during the 1930s. The deliberately populist format is broken however by the disintegration of the typically unified and fluid lines used in graphic illustration of the time. Even more than the Minotauromachia, the Dream parallels the travails of the mark-making with the agony of the protagonists, while doing so in a form which is both vanguardist (surrealist) and popular. We can see in the printmaking efforts of the 1930s Picasso at work deliberately undercutting his own facility with design. At the same time, he appears to be struggling to resolve the problem of the avant-garde in the 1930s, a moment at which art in general, but painting very specifically, was losing its place at the forefront of invention, and where Dadaist photomontage, Soviet cinema, syncopated jazz on new instruments like the saxophone, the mass political theatre of the Piscatorbühne, Brecht and Eisler, and the Théâtre National Populaire, political posters, street theatre and wall newspapers all seemed to be far ahead of the revolutionary potential of cocking a snook at the 19th century's Beaux Arts tradition. With Mussolini and Hitler in Spain, and the Estado Novo established in Portugal in 1933, a more public art was required. Somehow, for Picasso, it seems that this public art demanded a new mode of draughtsmanship as well. But if they drew on the bande dessinée, and seem also to have been designed for a life in the form of postcards, the prints also drew on a more folkloric and specifically Spanish tradition of 'auques', 'a type of illustration going back to the seventeenth century which consists of an engraved plate divided into forty-eight small pictures . . . originally used for divination or as a game of chance . . . Later they became a medium for the dissemination of fabulous or fantastic pictures known as El mon al reves (The World Turned Upside Down)' (Baldassari 162). If in the Minotauromachia we recognise in motifs (Christ ascending the ladder, the sacred child), compositions and techniques from Rembrandt, here Picasso addresses a very different history of visual culture, as indeed he had in seeking out both anthropological materials of the Musée de l'homme and the folk arts of Catalunya in his first break with the old. At the same time this is an art history in service to a new and popular political moment. Printmaking offered serial production without sacrificing the handcraft that was so central to Picasso's whole practice and conception of art. And it opened, with the comparable popularities of engraved auques with printed postcards and comic strips, a way to reconcile craft and mass production conceptions of printing, and in that process to open a new channel for a different political communication. 

It is therefore the more strange that this populist move should find expression in a manner of drawing whose most characteristic quality is this visible effort: an effort that is equally visibly time-consuming. The new political prints of 1934-7, unlike the analytic cubism of 1912, include in the image the time of its making. Where the cubist portraits functioned as monuments outside of time, displacing temporality to their art-historical before and after, comprising the time of viewing, the 1930s prints work to include history in their facture, and to ensure that the materiality of time, the time of making, conveys to the viewer both the historical moments which they satirise and the continuity of the artist's work with the political process which now replaces art as the  substance of history. It is a  Rimbaudian methodology: “Le poète se fait voyant par une longue, immense et raisonnée dérèglement de tous les sens’” ([The poet makes himself a seer through a long, immense and reasoned deregulation of all the senses]: letter to Paul Dement of May 15, 1871, Rimbaud 1973: 202). Though canonically the type of the anarchic auteur, Rimbaud’s un-ruling demands not only serious discipline and a serious commitment of time, but is “reasoned,” and its goal is not to deregulate reason but the senses. This is the discipline Picasso applies to the line in the prints of the 1930s. Yet he does not seek to become a visionary, but instead to acquire the surgical eye of the political satirist, an eye, and a hand, which he feels obliged to achieve by removing not just academic regulation but the very habit of drawing that had made him an artist. In the most explicitly political work of the period, the Dream, are no attempts to build texture from cross-hatching, as there are in the Minotauromachia: instead the line tears space apart, attaching the agonised figures to an agonised landscape, especially in the second sheet. 

L’etreinte (1972)

Relations to art history remain central traits, changing again significantly in the ‘late’ period from about 1954. Marie-Laure Bernadac (1988: 54) makes a reasonably typical assessment: ‘The period from 1954 to 1963 is entirely dominated by the painting of the past, and by a review of his own painterly resources, and those of his contemporaries, Matisse and Braque’. Delacroix's Women of Algiers, David's Intervention of the Sabine Women (itself a reading of Poussin's earlier depiction of the tale), and Velasquez's Las Meninãs especially occupied him. In earlier works of the Korean War period, most of all in Massacre in Korea (1951), which is also art-historical in form, being based on the composition of Goya's Third of May (Keen 1980: 464), helmets appear as the mark of the monster, an exteriorisation of the skull, an omen of death. But by this stage, helmets are accoutrements, carrying not propaganda but art's own more complex interplay between formal and semantic elements, like the helmets worn by beggar models in Rembrandt's wonderfully ambivalent portraits. It is quite correct to argue, as most critics do, that the late period is dominated by Picasso's confrontation with age. In many paintings Picasso uses looser paint than at almost any other stage of his career, and many of the drawings enjoy that careless athleticism with which he began his career, and which made such a powerful return in the most influential and widespread of his political works, the various drawings and prints of the dove of peace from the late 1940s through the 1950s. In other works, especially in the last year of his life, the gesture seems more hard-won.

 L'étreinte, which Picasso painted just under a year before his death, like so many drawing and paintings of the last years, no longer challenges the fluency of his own line, but sets it into the kind of automatic search for the undiscovered with which the Surrealists had played with their automatic writing and cadavres exquis. Picasso's line at this point of his career is a vector, a becoming, which is the perpetually untrue of the authentic: the perpetually undecidable, as the allocation of the cock and balls and cunt are undecidable in this painting. In the open-eyed analyses of aging in his late works, we see the tyranny of freedom, the liberty and shame of the embrace, in the face covered by hands, which might equally precede or succeed the irreparable act of love. This is not theatre, because it is irreversible: but it is an act in and of time, a time which appears in the Picasso as the line that trails from a raised leg at top right and makes a wave across the upper quarter of the canvas. Beneath the trace in time made by the ambiguous figures, marks on an upraised arm make up a simian mask of the kind that plays through so many of the late compositions with artist and model. The tragi-comedy of the failing of desire even in the presence of youth and nakedness is here enacted, as Leo Sternberg (1995) says, as an inhabitation of the bodies of these others one of whom (but which?) is also the artist himself.

But it is the stroke along the upper edge of the wave that strikes most as an intelligence, from this extremity of the nonagenarian laying open the collapse of his so-vaunted manhood, concerning the activity of painting, and its capacities. In the cubist portraits, the Kantian transcendence is unpacked, the continuum of space and time not only argued but demonstrated. Yet in the Aficionado, for example, we confront a monumental, sublime object that sits outside of history. Here in the late painting we see, by contrast, not the triumph of space over time, of art over its history, but a turn which delivers human existence into time itself at its most viscerally effective, as it unravels the sinews and pulls apart the act. This blue field slips apart to reveal in its gaps a yellow underpaint; along the topmost edge of it, the stroke is a staccato mosaic of yellow and deeper blue. It is without doubt the line traced by the tangled limbs as they surrender to carnal ecstasy, so an unconscious behaviour, a line made by bodies in motion, while it is also the uncertain becoming of an otherness that, as cresting wave, may overwhelm them. 

This line is a vector in the sense that it does not join definite and pre-existing points, but rather is the geometric flight of the gesture through space and through time. Here at last the old facility is remade, profoundly, by bringing time into the gesture, as he had learned to do through the arduous dérèglement of his draughtsmanship in the 1930s printmaking. The line becomes, and what it may become is always accident, in the sense both of a product of the unconscious – the instincts finding their own obscene expression through the flailing of legs and arms – and of accidence, the becoming actual of what before is only potential. This vector is the true political discovery of the late years. Rather than depict a crude opposition between war and peace, here we may witness what it is to change, to inhabit change, to understand that in every act there is a movement from the virtual to the actual, from the infinite and indefinite possibility of any gesture to its actual deposition as mark. Here the unrepeatable act of love, an act that can never be rescinded, is caught in the moment of its actualisation, one of the many possible actualisations, but the one that actually comes into existence as the product of potentia. This is political to the extent that it deals, at the moment of impotence, with the critical discovery that potential, power, is not powerful unless it leads to act. It is a political aesthetic to the extent that it understands that sensory experience is integral to the politics of becoming other than what we already are. Breaking habitual easy traverse, gestural or ocular, of the picture plane, Picasso learned to make from the raw material of his art a way of inhabiting the ontological dynamic of change. 
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�	Normally shown as the upper plate where the two sheets are shown together, this is the sheet dated 8 January 1937; the 'second' sheet is that dated, on the plate, as 6-7 January. The only tirages I have seen shown are reversed: It is possible Picasso thought of reversing them back, perhaps for lithographic reproduction. Following the panels right-to-left gives a slightly more credible narrative shape to the prints.
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