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Pablo Picasso,
Guitar Hero

How a simple musical instrument inspired the Spanish
artist to think out of the cubist box and create a symphony
of work that would change art forever.

BY BLAKE GOPNIK

ONE OF THE GREATEST, MOST PROBING EPISODES IN THE CAREER OF ONE OF THE GREATEST,
most probing artists of all time looks as though it was inspired by a humble guitar. That’s one
conclusion to draw from Picasso Guitars: 1912-1914, a wonderful new exhibition at the Museum
of Modern Art in New York.

The fall of 1912 was a watershed for the 31-year-old Picasso. Over the previous three years, he and his
friend Georges Braque had invented cubism, thinking they’d discovered a new kind of depiction that
could rival the high realism of Michelangelo and Rembrandt. By the end of year three, they’d come to
realize that cubism could pull the world apart, but it couldn’t put it back together in ways our brains
could use. Yet cubism’s failure was so glorious that it counted as a huge success: rather than singling
out one way forward, cubism, in its failure, showed that the task ahead for modern art was to open
up as many new directions as it could. (Lovers of “isms” have always labeled the 1909 style “analytic
cubism,” and the post-1912 work “synthetic cubism,” but these terms are pretty much useless.)

Picasso would have done fine resting on the laurels that he won in 1909. Instead, in 1912, he
decided to push forward onto new paths.

We see the first signs of a crossroads in late summer, when he shot a photograph
of four classic cubist pictures leaning up against the wall, as complex and confus-
| _ ing as any art could be. And above those hang two new oval canvases, clear and

bold and crisp, as though they were clearing out cubism’s fogs. Both those ovals
' depicted guitars.

Looking at the stunningly profound and complex art on view at MoMA, one sin-
gle question nagged at me more than any: of all the objects Picasso could have used
to launch this second revolution in his art, why choose the guitar?

Here are some attempts at an answer.

1. El Guitare

5T Any of Picasso's pictures of Spanish guitars, painted and looked at in Paris,
always count as a stand-in for Picasso himself, the Spanish artist who settled in
LR Hispanophilic France. They let Picasso proclaim his Spanishness. They may also
have helped him merge that Spanish identity into the French bohemia around
him, since that was a culture that was also guitar-friendly. Early studio photos
show Picasso flagging his native land by hanging an image of a bottle of Catalan
anisette next to his great paper guitar—which was possibly the first sculpture
ever made from separate elements, assembled. Questioned about what one

of his guitar assemblages was—painting or sculpture (or junk)—Picasso pro-
claimed, "It's nothing, it's el guitare,” casting a Spanish word into a French con-
versation. For a Spaniard, you could say that the guitar was the iconic tangible
object—what it took to free Picasso from the miasmas of earlier cubism.

“Guitar.” Museum of Modern Art, New York.
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2. A Tool Kit for Art

A guitar comes preloaded with almost all the building blocks of art that Picasso wanted to mess with: straight lines, volumes and curves,
surfaces of many colors and types. All guitars are born cubist, you could say. In Picasso's art, every guitar was almost begging to be pulled
apart into its component parts of body, neck, strings, and tuning pegs. Sometimes you think you've spotted a guitar lurking even in a picture
that isn't clearly of the instrument itself, which gives some idea of how protean an object it is, and how suited to the protean Picasso.
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“Guitar." Nasjonalmuseet for Kunst, Arkitektur og Design, Oslo.
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3. Air on the G String

If the whole guitar is like a
drawerful of cubist art sup-
plies, its strings are the most
useful of all. Picasso used
them to many different ends.
The backbone of all old-
master realism had been the
grid of parallel and converging
lines that help define per-
spective. Guitar strings gave
Picasso the chance to depict
recurring parallel lines that
have nothing to do with real-
ism: he nods to the past while
resisting it, too. A guitar's
strings also have a wonder-
ful rhyme with the musical
notations their musician
reads. That meant Picasso
could deliberately confuse the
strings on a guitar's neck with
the lines on the musical staff
that represent their notes, just
as he liked to break down the
distinction between pictures
of things and their written-out
names. In the very center of
this collage, Picasso seems to
glue a close-up on two strings
and the space between—an
equals sign that stands for his
bridging of opposites.

“Musical Score and Guitar,”
Musée National dArt
Moderne, Paris.
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4. The Guitar Body

The guitar, held more closely to the body than
almost any other instrument, helps collapse the
distinction between figures and objects—a clas-
sic cubist goal. It also always invokes the per-
son playing it, so that every picture titled Guitar
could as easily be titled The Guitar Player—a
figure who always also stands for the Spanish
artist himself. (Nearly all Picasso’s titles were
made up long after the fact, by others, so they
say almost nothing about a work'’s true subject.)

“Head of a Man.” Museum of Modern Art,
New York.

5. A Guitar in a Room

The broad expanse of wood grain that
is there in all guitars made them the
perfect object to set into the old, wood-
paneled rooms of bohemian Paris,
circa 1912; Picasso could breed fertile
confusion between a wood-grained
space and the wooden instrument in
it. As the great art historian T. J. Clark
recently explored across an entire
series of lectures, the sitting room
became a kind of theater for much of
what goes on in Picasso's art, so it is
right that a Picassoid guitar should

sit in its middle. (In this image from
Scotland, note the rhyme between the
valve on the gas jet and the tuning peg
from the guitar.)

‘Guitar, Gas Jet, and Bottle." Scottish
National Gallery of Modern Art,
Edinburgh.
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6. A Master’s Hand

Playing the Spanish guitar demands the
same huge range of virtuoso manual
skills—fingering, plucking, strumming,
knocking—that Picasso's art is about.
Playing a guitar is like painting, drawing,
collaging, and then combining all three.
Guitar playing also has the intimacy

felt in Picasso’s art at this time. Picasso
wasn't making grand public statements—
he barely showed his work during these
years—but instead was in an intimate,
Segovia-like contact with his materials.
Much of what he did was like a guitarist
noodling in search of new melodies and
effects. And yet, as with the guitar, Picas-
so's modest means yielded an extraor-
dinary range of effects, from crashing
chords to the quietest pizzicato.

“Head of a Man.” Kunsthaus Zdrich.

7. A Living Object

The guitar, with its elegant
“neck” and hourglass "waist,” is
almost a human figure already.
Whenever Picasso painted a gui-
tar, the picture of a body or face
is nearby: the sound hole can be
an eye or a mouth; the guitar's
side can be a haunch or a breast.
(Occasionally, there's the almost-
explicit idea that the curvaceous
guitar Picasso depicts is also
the latest woman the artist is
“playing.”) Human bodies always
trump other subjects for art; by
painting bodily guitars, Picasso
made sure to get extra attention
from visitors.

"Bottle, Guitar, and Pipe.”" Museum
Folkwang, Essen, Germany.

8. Solids From Surfaces

A guitar gets built as a cubist image does:

it is a space-filling object that is cobbled
together out of separate surfaces. (One col-
lage, held together only with dressmakers'
pins, has survived 100 years.) Picasso's
deconstructed guitars recall the clamped-
together sheets of wood he would have
seen in the famous guitar makers’ shops of
his native Malaga. This oval painting depicts
its instrument via the sheet of waste wood
its back would have been cut from.

“Guitar.” Private collection.
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