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Abstract 

 

Tracing the Line: 
Francis Picabia’s Transparencies in Context 

 

Claire Fontaine Howard, M.A. 

The University of Texas at Austin, 2012 

 

Supervisor:  Linda Dalrymple Henderson 

 

Following his 1924 break with the Paris avant-garde, Francis Picabia (1879-1953) 

decamped to the French Riviera and soon began work on his radically new Transparency 

paintings. This series, which occupied Picabia from approximately 1928 to 1933, drew on 

classical imagery of biblical and mythological subjects, layering disparate human forms and 

natural motifs in sensuous compositions remarkable for their ambiguous pictorial space and 

sinuous lines. The Transparencies’ resistance to narrative or allegory—notwithstanding their 

apparent clarity of reference—parallels the paintings’ evasion of formal interpretation in spite of 

their classical beauty; both of these characteristics have made Picabia’s Transparencies one of his 

most inscrutable and misunderstood bodies of work. 

To avoid treating the Transparencies as a non sequitur or as a conservative abandonment 

of earlier modernist goals, it is important to understand the sources of the concepts underpinning 

these works but originating in Picabia’s earlier Cubist and Dada periods. Dimensionality, 

appropriation, figuration, and a rigorous commitment to individualism are all themes from 
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Picabia’s acclaimed work in the 1910s and early 1920s that continue into the Transparencies. 

Particularly relevant are the multivalent interpretations of the spatial fourth dimension—

scientific, philosophical, and occult—that Picabia had first encountered in the context of Cubism 

and the Stieglitz Circle and, later, in his friend Marcel Duchamp’s optical experiments. In the 

Transparencies Picabia’s layered outlines both deny linear perspective and suggest projections of 

interior worlds. In 1936, Picabia affirmed his interest in the fourth dimension, referring 

specifically to the Transparencies’ superimposition at the time he signed Charles Sirató’s 

Manifeste Dimensioniste.  

Picabia’s visual synthesis of decades of avant-garde concerns in the Transparencies 

appealed to the American expatriate writer Gertrude Stein, who became one of Picabia’s closest 

friends and confidantes in the early 1930s after she saw his recent paintings. Stein’s commentary 

on Picabia’s work and their friendship in The Autobiography of Alice B. Toklas and Everybody’s 

Autobiography reveals the painter’s impact on Stein at a turning point in her career, but also 

elucidates their shared search for new verbal and visual expressions of the human figure and 

higher dimensionality. 
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Introduction 

 
Unlikely friends Francis Picabia and Gertrude Stein first met in late April 1913, 

following the painter’s return to Paris from New York, where he had been riding the wave of 

publicity surrounding the 1913 Armory Show. Stein later recalled in her 1933 Autobiography of 

Alice B. Toklas that upon their first meeting, she had been put off by Picabia’s “incessantness” 

and “delayed adolescence,” but the two became close friends in the early 1930s.1 As they 

rekindled their relationship, Stein and Picabia were each at a crossroads in their work, as both 

moved towards modes of expression that seemed to be more conservative than their previous 

modernist experiments.  

Stein (1874-1946), the American expatriate and writer, had written her massive and 

opaque novel The Making of Americans between 1906 and 1911, roughly coinciding with the 

“heroic” years of Analytic Cubism, when her great friend Pablo Picasso was revolutionizing 

visual representation in art.2 Though she could not secure a publisher for the novel until 1925, 

Stein continued to produce compositionally de-centered, often difficult writing that sought to 

achieve the distinctly twentieth-century “reality” of representation that she found in the Cubist 

and proto-Cubist works of Picasso and Paul Cézanne.3 Seven years after the long-awaited 

publication of The Making of Americans, in 1932, Stein wrote The Autobiography of Alice B. 

Toklas, the first of what she termed her “audience writing,” a more lucid and accessible novel 

                                                
1 Gertrude Stein, The Autobiography of Alice B. Toklas (New York: Harcourt Brace, 1933; reprint, New 
York: Vintage Books, 1990), 134. 
2 Leon Katz, “Matisse, Picasso and Gertrude Stein,” in Four Americans in Paris: The Collection of 
Gertrude Stein and Her Family (Exh. cat., New York: The Museum of Modern Art, 1970), 51. 
3 On Stein’s difficulties in publishing her early experimental work, see Bryce Conrad, “Gertrude Stein in 
the American Marketplace,” Journal of Modern Literature 19, no. 2 (Autumn 1995): 215-233. For Stein’s 
account of her early inspiration by Picasso and Cézanne, see Gertrude Stein, Picasso (1938; reprint, 
Mineola, NY: Dover, 1984), 21-22.  
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than her previous experimental works.4 While its slippery sense of authorial identity and the 

reshuffled and overlapping temporality of its prose style make Alice B. Toklas an adventurous 

work, it marked the beginning of Stein’s writing for readers and for success, rather than for 

writing’s sake alone.  

Picabia (1879-1953), too, found himself working in a seemingly traditional mode at the 

opening of the 1930s. After achieving notoriety as a Cubist painter, Picabia had been a fervent 

Dadaist, producing his celebrated mechanical paintings and portraits. Eclecticism defined his 

work in this period; alongside his precise mechanical compositions he exhibited Ingres-inspired 

watercolors of Spanish women, the Espagnoles.
5
 Following his 1924 break with André Breton 

and Surrealism, Picabia decamped to the French Riviera and turned his back on the avant-garde 

with his Transparency paintings. This series, which occupied Picabia from approximately 1928 

into the 1930s, drew on classical imagery of biblical and mythological subjects, layering disparate 

human forms and natural motifs in sensuous compositions remarkable for their ambiguous 

pictorial space and sinuous lines.  

Picabia’s Minos (1929) represents the height of the artist’s Transparencies series (Fig. 1). 

The painting is rendered in oil on unprimed panel, and stands almost five feet high and just over 

three feet wide. It depicts at its center a seated figure of a man, crowned with laurels and wearing 

a toga, and with his left arm raised. His eyes contain no pupils, and his seat appears to rest on a 

platform or pedestal. In addition to this fully-colored figure, rendered in chalky tones, several 

black line drawings animate the surface of the painting: two large women’s faces, at the top and 

near the center of the composition, as well as two birds—a parrot at left and a brownish goose at 

center-right. A faintly rendered tree with green leaves and white flowers grows upward from the 
                                                
4 Ulla E. Dydo with William Rice, Gertrude Stein: The Language That Rises, 1923-1934 (Evanston, IL: 
Northwestern University Press, 2003), 5. 
5 Galeries Dalmau, Exposition Francis Picabia (Exh. cat., Barcelona: Galeries Dalmau, 1922), 36-38. 
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bottom left corner of the panel and arches towards its right edge. The painting’s color palette is 

subdued, with only the man fully and opaquely shaded. The tree and goose have a wash of color, 

the background has a greenish wash in areas, and there are white highlights on the birds’ feathers 

and a series of white x’s to the left of the seated man’s head. Hands cover the composition: from 

the man’s raised left hand, holding a scroll-like object, at the upper right, the viewer’s eyes 

slowly perceive another hand at the dense center of the composition, holding a feather and 

drawing a small face on the man’s chest. The black outlines of two more hands appear to be 

holding something, perhaps the goose, below the drawing hand, while two more hands emerging 

from the panel’s bottom corners seem to support the seated man’s feet and yet another seems to 

touch his right arm.  

The interplay of lines and shading in Minos produces a disorienting and complex 

composition that unfolds for the viewer over time. It is difficult to immediately identify all of the 

images; the goose and the more heavily outlined faces and hands emerge first, while lighter 

shapes and lines (including Picabia’s under-drawing) require closer inspection. The composition 

is densest at its center, where the overlap of lines and shading is thickest. This area seems at first 

to bulge out towards the viewer, but the space of the painting remains indecipherable, with only 

the seated male, apparently the first layer that Picabia executed, exhibiting shallow perspectival 

recession backwards. The various line drawings hover both on the surface and in the background 

of the painting, and the lines cease and run into each other in a manner that makes it difficult to 

trace their contours. Only the similar thickness of the pair of hands at the painting’s center and the 

larger woman’s face suggests that they belong to the same (disembodied) figure. The layers of 

imagery are each in a different scale and from a different perspective; for example, the outlined 

hands and women’s faces are much larger than the seated man’s. This disjunction and lack of 
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clarity creates a compositional disharmony or anxiety that is reinforced by the abstracted 

gesturing hands.  

Moreover, it is difficult to determine any clear narrative in Minos. The figures do not 

interact, aside from their visual effects of overlap and intertwining. The painting’s title alludes to 

Greek mythology, but none of the painting’s imagery seems to relate to the tale of King Minos of 

Crete. The seated male figure is certainly regal, but as its blank eyes and marble-like whiteness 

indicate, the image is based on a sculpture, likely a seated statue of Augustus housed at the 

National Archaeological Museum in Naples (Fig. 2).
6
 The passive gaze and heavily lidded eyes of 

the larger female face, and the expressive hands that pervade the composition—particularly those 

that seem to awkwardly hold the goose at the work’s center—suggest that Picabia derived these 

motifs from Sandro Botticelli. Scholars William A. Camfield and Maria Lluïsa Borràs have 

identified Botticelli as one of several sources of imagery appropriated by Picabia for the 

Transparencies; these sources range from Catalan frescoes and classical sculpture to Piero della 

Francesca and Albrecht Dürer.
7
 The resistance to narrative or allegory in Minos in spite of its 

apparent clarity of reference parallels the work’s formal evasion of interpretation in spite of its 

classical beauty; both of these characteristics have made Picabia’s Transparencies one of his most 

inscrutable and misunderstood bodies of work. 

These seemingly retrograde paintings remain difficult to grasp within accounts of 

Picabia’s career that tend to emphasize the mechanical works of his Dada years but ignore the 

                                                
6 William A. Camfield suggested in conversation that Picabia worked largely from engraved reproductions 
in art books of Greek and Roman sculpture (particularly those at Naples), such as Salomon Reinach’s 
Répertoire de la statuaire grecque et romaine (Paris: Ernst Leroux, 1898). Camfield’s notes indicate that 
the female figure in Minos is adapted from Madonna with Children and Angels by Botticelli. I am grateful 
to Dr. Camfield for his time and for allowing me access to his notes. William A. Camfield, conversation 
with the author, Houston, Texas, November 28, 2011. 
7 See William A. Camfield, Francis Picabia: His Art, Life, and Times (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University 
Press, 1979), 229-43; Maria Lluïsa Borràs, Picabia (New York: Rizzoli, 1985), 335-43. 
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persistence of the figure in the Espagnoles that he pursued at the same time (Fig. 3). Many 

scholars have treated the Transparencies merely as ironic mockery of classical subjects and 

techniques, or, because of Picabia’s inflammatory anti-avant-garde rhetoric and their classical 

figuration, have considered them part of the conservative thrust of the 1920s.
8
 Picabia’s 

friendship with Stein, however, presents a potentially more productive line of inquiry. Examining 

the intellectual exchange between these two modern iconoclasts will contextualize the 

Transparencies within Picabia’s oeuvre and their times. Stein’s commentary on Picabia’s 

paintings and on her own work in Alice B. Toklas and its follow-up, Everybody’s Autobiography 

(1937), illuminates her support for and encouragement of Picabia’s new work at a time when he 

was both physically and ideologically removed from the Parisian avant-garde. Stein’s comments 

also suggest that she found in Picabia’s work a vital source of inspiration for the second phase of 

her career, akin to that which Picasso had provided in the early 1900s: “I thought I understood all 

about what we had done,” she writes, “and now understanding Picabia made me start all over 

again.”
9
 

Examining the Transparencies through the lens of Stein and Picabia’s friendship may also 

elucidate the importance of the Transparency paintings’ adaptation of Picabia’s Dada-era 

commitment to neoclassical figuration to his ongoing interest in dimensionality, which began in 

his Cubist period. Writing on the late Transparencies and early Brutalist works shown at the 

Valentine Gallery in 1934, Stein stated that Picabia’s longstanding interest in photography had 

instilled in his work “the idea of transparence and four-dimensional painting…. that has nothing 

                                                
8 See Sara Cochran, “Gilded Cages,” in Duchamp, Man Ray, Picabia, ed. Jennifer Mundy (Exh. cat., 
London: Tate Publishing, 2008), 146; Benjamin H. D. Buchloh, “Figures of Authority, Ciphers of 
Regression: Notes on the Return of Representation in European Painting,” October 16 (Spring 1981): 39-
68. 
9 Gertrude Stein, Everybody’s Autobiography (New York: Random House, 1937; reprint, New York: 
Vintage Books, 1973), 59. 
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to do with the surface seen.”
10

 Both Stein and Picabia were well versed in modernist theories of 

the fourth dimension through their contact with Cubist theory and the Stieglitz circle in the 1910s. 

They had also incorporated experiments with space and time into their previous work—Stein 

through the use of looping, repetitious “insistence” and collapsing or layering of the “continuous 

present,” and Picabia in prismatic abstractions heavily influenced by the theories of the Puteaux 

Cubists and in Dada-era works that interrogated the nature of spatial perception in relation to the 

figure.  

The Transparencies therefore not only provide a point of contact with Stein’s work but 

also the opportunity to study the evolution of Picabia’s understanding of the fourth dimension—

beginning with his Cubist works and continuing to 1936 with his signing of Charles Sirató’s 

Manifeste Dimensioniste. The “Dimensionist Manifesto” envisioned “painting leaving the plane 

and entering space.” In the addendum to the manifesto, Picabia seems to describe his 

experimentation with space in the Transparencies, writing, “Why do I practice superposition in 

painting? Because it has not been done so up until now.”
11

 Stein’s identification of dimensional 

manipulation in the entangled layers of imagery and denial of perspective in Transparency 

paintings such as Salomé (c. 1930) may explain her attraction to them (Fig. 4). It also suggests, 

however, that the series represents a continuation of Picabia’s modernist quest rather than a 

conservative retreat from its ideals as has often been argued.
12

 

                                                
10 Gertrude Stein, preface in Recent Paintings by Francis Picabia (Exh. cat., New York: Valentine Gallery, 
November 5-24, 1934), n.p. 
11 Francis Picabia, statement in Charles Sirató, Manifeste Dimensioniste: Mosaique, in La Revue N + 1 
(Paris: José Corti, 1936): insert, trans. Oliver A. I. Botar, in “Charles Sirató and the Manifeste 
Dimensioniste,” by Oliver A. I. Botar (Budapest: Artpool Art Research Centre, 2010), Appendix 2: 
“Mosaic,” 15-17. 
12 Benjamin H. D. Buchloh, “Parody and Appropriation in Francis Picabia, Pop, and Sigmar Polke,” in 
Neo-Avantgarde and Culture Industry: Essays on European and American Art from 1955 to 1975 (London 
and Cambridge, MA: The MIT Press, 2000), 363. See also Douglas Crimp, “Editorial,” October 30 
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Picabia: Shifting Gears 

 
Francis Picabia worked in a variety of modes—from pure abstraction to figuration and 

back again—throughout his more than fifty-year career. Apart from a brief rediscovery of 

Picabia’s figurative works in the 1980s, when galleries such as Mary Boone and Michael Werner 

tried to market Picabia’s post-1925 work by linking it with contemporary painting by David Salle 

and Eric Fischl (and faced immediate backlash), these have been the least examined and least 

understood works in his oeuvre.
13

 To avoid treating the Transparencies as a non sequitur or as a 

reactionary, conservative abandonment of earlier modernist goals, it is important to understand 

the sources of the techniques, themes, and concepts underpinning his later works but originating 

in Picabia’s earlier Cubist and Dada periods. Dimensionality, appropriation, figuration, and a 

rigorous commitment to individualism are just some of the ideas from Picabia’s acclaimed work 

in the 1910s and early 1920s that continue into the Transparencies in the late 1920s and early 

1930s. Though the visual synthesis of these interests in the Transparencies is strikingly different 

than Picabia’s earlier work, the Transparencies are no less representative of modern concerns than 

his more overtly avant-garde works. 

 

                                                                                                                                            
(Autumn, 1984): 3-8; Yve-Alain Bois and Thomas Repensek, “Francis Picabia: From Dada to Pétain,” 
October 30 (Autumn, 1984): 120-127. 
13 See Robert Rosenblum, “Francis Picabia: The Later Work,” in Francis Picabia (Exh. cat., New York: 
Mary Boone and Michael Werner, 1983), n.p. For the reaction in October, see Crimp, “Editorial,” and 
Bois, “From Dada to Pétain.” Among Picabia scholars focusing on his later work, William Camfield’s 
monographs, Sara Cochran’s thesis and dissertation, and Sarah Wilson’s excellent, but brief, essay on the 
Transparencies are most relevant here. See William A. Camfield, Francis Picabia (Exh. cat., New York, 
Solomon R. Guggenheim Foundation, 1970) and Camfield, His Art; Sara Cochran, “Le Nu dans la peinture 
de Francis Picabia, 1939-1944” (thesis, Université de Paris 4, 1995), and “Needing the Sun: Francis Picabia 
and the Riviera, 1925-1945” (Ph. D. diss. University of London, Courtauld Institute of Art, 2004); Sarah 
Wilson, Francis Picabia: Accommodations of Desire, Transparencies, 1924-1932 (Exh. cat., New York: 
Kent Fine Art, Inc., 1989).  
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CUBISM 
 
Picabia first emerged as an impressionist painter, following the prestigious formal 

training afforded him by his privileged upbringing. He made his debut in 1899 at the Salon des 

Artistes Français and later achieved a considerable degree of success with his impressionist 

works.
14

 In 1909 he began experimenting with abstraction, and by 1911 he was working in a 

Cubist mode; his work was shown that year in the first Cubist group exhibition, salle 41 at the 

Salon des Indépendants.
15

  

Marcel Duchamp also exhibited (in the Fauve gallery) at the 1911 Salon des 

Indépendants, but he and Picabia likely did not meet until later that year, at the preview for the 

Salon d’Automne held on September 30, 1911.
16

 They were introduced in front of Picabia’s 

painting On the Beach, which was hung in the same gallery as the works of Duchamp’s mentor, 

František Kupka. Duchamp later recalled, “Our friendship began right there.”
17

 At Duchamp’s 

invitation, early in 1912 Picabia began to attend the weekly meetings of a group of artists and 

others at Puteaux, a western suburb of Paris. Duchamp had lived in Puteaux since 1906, when he 

joined his older artist brothers, Raymond Duchamp-Villon and Jacques Villon, there. Though he 

moved to the neighboring town of Neuilly-sur-Seine in 1908, Duchamp continued to visit 

Puteaux each Sunday.  

                                                
14 Camfield, His Art, 4-11. 
15 Société des Artistes Indépendants, Paris, 1911 Salon, April 21-June 11, 1911. Camfield, His Art, 22-23. 
See also Katie Croll-Knight, “Chronology,” in Duchamp, Man Ray, Picabia, ed. Jennifer Mundy (Exh. cat., 
London: Tate Publishing, 2008), 177. 
16 Salon d’Automne, October 1-November 8, 1911. Camfield, His Art, 21 n. 8 presents the range of 
possible meeting dates for Duchamp and Picabia. Duchamp recalled meeting at the 1911 Salon d’Automne 
on two occasions, but the two may have met earlier at the Société Normande. 
17 Pierre Cabanne, Dialogues with Marcel Duchamp [Entretiens avec Marcel Duchamp, Paris, 1967], trans. 
Ron Padgett (London, 1979), 32 quoted in Croll-Knight, “Chronology,” 177-178.  
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Dealer Daniel-Henri Kahnweiler forbid Cubism’s founders, Pablo Picasso and Georges 

Braque, to exhibit in the annual salons, but by 1910 the Salon des Indépendants and the Salon 

d’Automne were showing the work of other Cubist-informed artists.
18

 While Picasso and Braque 

pursued a more hermetic form of Cubism, from 1910 until the outbreak of World War I in 1914, 

the so-called Salon Cubists gave a public face to the movement and attempted to codify its new 

visual language.
19

 Albert Gleizes, a leader of Salon Cubism, typified the group’s interest in 

synthesizing the real world with the artist’s individual consciousness in his paintings, depicting 

the known variations in volumes and the interplay of form and rich color.
20

 Gleizes and his ally, 

Jean Metzinger, as well as Henri Le Fauconnier, Robert Delaunay, and Fernand Léger persuaded 

the hanging committee of the 1911 Salon des Indépendants to exhibit their works together; the 

resulting salle 41 was the first public manifestation of Cubism as a movement.
21

 In the fall of 

1911, the sculptor Duchamp-Villon, who was on the hanging committee of the Salon d’Automne, 

aided by Roger de la Fresnaye, championed the Cubists’ work and pushed for it to again be 

exhibited in one room. Soon after, his brothers Villon and Duchamp became Cubist painters 

themselves.
22

 Duchamp met Gleizes, Metzinger, Léger, and de la Fresnaye, as well as the poet 

Guillaume Apollinaire at the weekly meetings in Puteaux. Members of the group also convened 

on Mondays at Gleizes’s studio in Courbevoie, and on Tuesdays at the café Closerie des Lilas.
23

  

An important attendee at the Puteaux meetings, who helped shape the group’s theoretical 

bent, was Jean Metzinger’s friend, the insurance actuary Maurice Princet. Princet introduced the 
                                                
18 Robert Rosenblum, Cubism and Twentieth-Century Art (New York: Harry N. Abrams, 1960), 149. 
19 Rosenblum, Cubism, 149. 
20 Daniel Robbins, Albert Gleizes, 1881-1953: A Retrospective Exhibition (Exh. cat., New York: The 
Solomon R. Guggenheim Museum, 1964), 17. 
21 Linda Dalrymple Henderson, The Fourth Dimension and Non-Euclidean Geometry in Modern Art 
(Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1983), 65. 
22 Neil Cox, Cubism (London: Phaidon, 2000), 174-175. 
23 Croll-Knight, “Chronology,” 177. 
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group to concepts including non-Euclidean geometry, simultaneity, and the fourth dimension.
24

 

As Linda Henderson has shown, interest in the possible existence of the fourth dimension of 

space was widespread in the early twentieth century, and the idea, derived from mathematics, 

developed a wide variety of philosophical and even mystical associations. Beginning with 

Cubism, artists who sought a distinctly modern visual language responded to the idea.
25

 Picabia’s 

interest in the fourth dimension, beginning in the 1910s, and seemingly abandoned during his 

Dada years, resurfaced nearly twenty years later in the spatial experimentation of the 

Transparencies. 

Picabia’s first exhibition as a member of the Puteaux cohort, the Salon de la Société 

Normande de Peinture Moderne, opened on June 15, 1912. Picabia exhibited three works, 

including Port of Naples (1912). In the exhibition catalogue’s preface, Maurice Raynal linked 

Cubist art to recent advances in mathematics and science and rejected slavish imitation of 

nature.
26

 As Henderson has shown, the discovery in the final decade of the nineteenth century of 

the X-ray and other ranges of electromagnetic waves, as well as radioactivity, diminished the hold 

of sense-based positivism in the early twentieth century. Each of these developments undercut the 

reliability of vision in perceiving “reality.”
27

 Raynal’s connection of scientific advances to the 

need for new forms of representation echoed the growing sense of the unreliability of perception 

and need for imagination found in mathematician Maurice Boucher’s Essai sur l’hyperespace: Le 

Temps, la matière et l’énergie (1903). “Our senses, on the whole, give us only deformed images 

                                                
24 Croll-Knight, “Chronology,” 177. Princet also discussed non-Euclidean geometry with Picasso; see 
Linda Dalrymple Henderson, “Editor’s Introduction: I. Writing Modern Art and Science – An Overview; II. 
Cubism, Futurism, and Ether Physics in the Early Twentieth Century,” Science in Context 17, no. 4 (2004): 
456-457. 
25 For an overview, see Linda Dalrymple Henderson, “The Image and Imagination of the Fourth 
Dimension in Twentieth-Century Art and Culture,” Configurations 17 (2009): 131-160. 
26 3rd Exhibition of the Société Normande, June 15-July 15, 1912. Cox, Cubism, 206. 
27 Henderson, “Image and Imagination,” 133, 140, 141; Henderson, “Editor’s Introduction,” 447-448. 
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of real phenomena, some of which have long remained unknown, because none of our organs put 

us in direct contact with them,” Boucher wrote.
28

 The Puteaux group discussed a variety of ideas, 

from the fourth dimension and non-Euclidean geometry and the Golden Section, to the mystical 

and occult, all of which expressed the growing sense that the “reality” the human eye can see is 

but a slice of a larger, invisible structure requiring elevated consciousness—whether theoretical, 

spiritual, or artistic—to comprehend.
29

  

Another source for this anti-positivist thinking was the philosopher Henri Bergson, whose 

concepts of élan vital, duration, flux, vibration, and intuition greatly shaped the discussions of 

artistic approaches and intention at Puteaux.
30

 Bergson’s 1903 An Introduction to Metaphysics 

positioned human experience of space and time as duration, directly linking it to our 

consciousness and therefore defining it as essentially indefinable. If space and time can change, 

he argued, then the reality of the universe is constantly in flux and intellect is useless to grasp it, 

allowing only a relative understanding. Instead, Bergson proposed intuition as the superior, 

“absolute” form of knowledge, as it allows a person (or artist) to know the interior of an object, 

and thus the inexpressible.
31

 Echoing the notions of the ether physics of his day, Bergson also 

wrote that, “all division of matter into independent bodies with absolutely determined outlines is 

an artificial division.”
32

 Bergson expanded upon the concept of duration in his Creative Evolution 

of 1907, defining it as “the continuous progress of the past which gnaws into the future and which 

                                                
28 Maurice Boucher, Essai sur l’hyperespace: Le Temps, la matière, et l’énergie (Paris: Félix Alcan, 1903), 
64, quoted in Henderson, “Image and Imagination,” 147. 
29 Cox, Cubism, 174. 
30 Cox, Cubism, 192. 
31 Cox, Cubism, 192-193. 
32 Henri Bergson, Matter and Memory (1896), trans. N. M. Paul and W. Scott Palmer (New 
York: Zone Books, 1988), 196, quoted in Henderson, “Editor’s Introduction,” 449. 
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swells as it advances.”
33

 This notion in particular appealed to the theorists of Cubism, Metzinger 

and Gleizes, informing first Metzinger’s 1911 “Cubism and Tradition,” and next their 1912 tract, 

Du “cubisme.”
34

 

Metzinger and Gleizes connected the successive views of a subject presented in a Cubist 

canvas to the ideas of intuitive knowledge and duration that Bergson proposed.
35

 “Moving around 

an object to seize from it several successive appearances,” they wrote, allows the artist to 

“reconstitute it in time.”
36

 Mark Antliff has explored in depth the connections between Bergson’s 

theories and those of Cubism, especially artistic intuition and simultaneity, as presented in Du 

“cubisme.”
37

 Echoing much of Bergson’s language, Metzinger and Gleizes wrote, “Today, oil 

painting allows the expression of notions of depth, density, and duration, thought inexpressible, 

and encourages us to present within a limited space governed by a complex rhythm, a true fusion 

of objects.”
38

 The influence of the Bergsonian “durational flux of consciousness” on the artist’s 

“observation of the exterior world,” Antliff writes, informed the faceted imagery of Cubism and 

its rejection of linear perspective.
39

  

Revolutionary developments in mathematics and science, which the Puteaux Cubists also 

studied, increasingly demonstrated the mutability of space and time proposed by Bergson. The 

non-Euclidean geometry of Carl Friedrich Gauss, Nikolai Ivanovich Lobachevsky, and Georg 
                                                
33 Henri Bergson, Creative Evolution (1907), trans. Arthur Mitchell (New York: Henry Holt, 1911), 4. 
34 Cox, Cubism, 194. 
35 Cox, Cubism, 194. 
36 Albert Gleizes and Jean Metzinger, Du “cubisme” (Paris, 1912), trans. in Modern Artists on Art, ed. 
Robert L. Herbert (New York, 1964), 15, quoted in Robert Mark Antliff, “Bergson and Cubism: A 
Reassessment,” Art Journal 47, no. 4 (Revising Cubism, Winter 1988): 342. 
37 Antliff, “Bergson and Cubism,” 341-349. Antliff argues for the crucial role of Symbolist poet Tancrède 
de Visan in introducing Gleizes and Metzinger to Bergson’s writing. He also offers a Bergsonian 
alternative to Nietzschean notions of the individual that could also be productive to consider given 
Picabia’s confirmed interest in Nietzsche.  
38 Gleizes and Metzinger, Du “cubisme,” quoted in Cox, Cubism, 194. 
39 Antliff, “Bergson and Cubism,” 346. 
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Friedrich Bernhard Riemann (whom Gleizes and Metzinger named in Du “cubisme”)—as 

interpreted by Henri Poincaré—supported a conceptual view of geometrical axioms and art alike 

and informed the Cubist interest in deformation.
40

 In his 1902 book La Science et l’hypothèse, 

Poincaré had also suggested that a four-dimensional object could be depicted by means of 

“several perspectives from several points of view,” an idea Gleizes and Metzinger took to heart.
41

 

In addition, geometer Esprit Pascal Jouffret’s 1903 Traité élémentaire de géométrie à quatre 

dimensions pioneered the use of a “see-through view” to depict four-dimensional figures on a 

two-dimensional page, which offered a striking parallel to the Cubist style as it developed.
42

  

Beyond these mathematical underpinnings, the fourth dimension permeated popular 

culture in Paris through vehicles such as Gaston de Pawlowski’s Voyage au pays de la quatrième 

dimension (1912).
43

 Pawlowski, an editor of Comoedia and an enthusiast of the science fiction 

works of H.G. Wells, described the spatial fourth dimension as accessible only to a society that 

has transcended materialist and positivist concerns, adopting the language of elevated 

consciousness related to an ability to perceive the fourth dimension also employed by Englishman 

Charles Howard Hinton.
44

 Pawlowski’s work, though mainstream, was important for the Puteaux 

Cubists, including Picabia, Duchamp and Duchamp’s mentor, Kupka, who made a drawing 

inscribed with a text inspired by Voyage.
45

 Kupka, a Theosophist, may well have brought to the 

group the occult interpretations of the idea, such as those of C. W. Leadbeater, whose connection 
                                                
40 Cox, Cubism, 187. 
41 Henderson, “Image and Imagination,” 144. 
42 Henderson, Fourth Dimension, 25-26, 57-58. See also Henderson, “Image and Imagination,” 142-146; 
Tony Robbin, Shadows of Reality: The Fourth Dimension in Relativity, Cubism, And Modern Thought 
(New Haven: Yale University Press, 2006), 28-38. 
43 Henderson, Fourth Dimension, 47. 
44 For an in-depth discussion of Pawlowski, see Henderson, Fourth Dimension, 47, 51-56, 101-103. 
45 Henderson, Fourth Dimension, 106-107. See also Borràs, Picabia, 91, 104 n. 31. There may be some 
element of confusion in Borràs’s account between Pawlowski and Jacques Povolozky, the Russian owner 
of Galerie “La Cible,” where Picabia exhibited in the 1920s. See Henderson, Fourth Dimension, 119. 
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of the fourth dimension to astral vision was widely known through French translations of his 

books. 

1912 was a watershed year for Cubism, with the publication of Gleizes and Metzinger’s 

Du “cubisme,” Apollinaire’s work on Les Peintres Cubistes, and the debut of the Salon de la 

Section d’Or.
46

 Apollinaire’s writing specifically highlights the importance of the fourth 

dimension for Cubist painting. Though Gleizes and Metzinger do not explicitly cite the fourth 

dimension in their book, their discussion of higher “planes” of reality, new forms of space, and 

artistic liberty, and evocation of Poincaré’s perceptual spaces in Du “cubisme” echo the language 

of four-dimensional theory.
47

 Apollinaire referred to the fourth dimension in Les Peintres 

Cubistes, published in early 1913, as “the new possibilities of spatial measurement.” He 

continued: 

As it presents itself to the mind, from the plastic point of view, the fourth dimension 
appears to be engendered by the three known dimensions: it represents the immensity of 
space eternalizing itself in all directions at any given moment. It is space itself, the 
dimension of the infinite; the fourth dimension endows objects with plasticity.

48
  

 

Apollinaire as well as Gleizes and Metzinger emphasized an idealist aspect to Cubism, by which 

the “superior sensitivity of the artist” would reveal a “new reality.”
49

 As seen in the exhibitions of 

1912, however, the Cubist artists’ pursuit of this reality took a variety of forms, leading to 

increased factionalizing within the group. 

                                                
46 Galerie la Boétie, Paris, “Salon de la Section d’Or,” October 10-30, 1912. 
47 See Henderson, Fourth Dimension, 79-83. 
48 Guillaume Apollinaire, Les Peintres Cubistes: Méditations esthétiques (Paris: Eugène Figuière, 1913), 
trans. Lionel Abel, in The Cubist Painters: Aesthetic Meditations, ed. Robert Motherwell (New York: 
George Wittenborn, 1944), 15-17, quoted in Henderson, Fourth Dimension, 75. Henderson notes that an 
earlier version of this text, published as “La Peinture nouvelle,” Les Soirées de Paris (April 1912) 
contained more explicit endorsement of the fourth dimension. 
49 Henderson, Fourth Dimension, 76-77. 
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Duchamp’s pursuit of four-dimensional and non-Euclidean geometry and perspectives 

put him at odds with the accepted Puteaux Cubist notions about the fourth dimension and the 

depiction of space, and, particularly, the growing Bergsonism of Gleizes and Metzinger.
50

 These 

tensions were already clear at the 1912 Salon des Indépendants, when Gleizes and Metzinger 

asked Duchamp’s older brothers to have him remove his painting, Nude Descending a Staircase 

(No. 2) (1912) from the Cubist gallery of the exhibition (Fig. 7). The painting, influenced by X-

rays and chronophotography, depicted what appeared to be numerous successive views of a 

skeletal nude moving down a staircase.
51

 Duchamp’s depiction of motion was clearly closer to the 

dynamism of Futurism than the interrogation of a static subject via mobile perspectives espoused 

by Cubism.
52

 Duchamp later recalled that the event was “a real turning point in my life, I saw that 

I would never be much interested in groups after that.”
53

  

Although Picabia’s Cubist works, such as Dances at the Spring or Procession, Seville, fit 

somewhat better into the milieu of Salon Cubism, by 1913, both Duchamp and Picabia further 

distanced themselves from Cubism by focusing on eroticized mechanical compositions (Figs. 5 & 

6).
54

 Ironically, the occasion of Picabia’s first public announcement of his abandonment of 

Cubism came during the same 1913 trip on which he served as the movement’s unofficial 

emissary to the United States.
55

 

In January 1913, Picabia (accompanied by his wife, Gabrielle Buffet-Picabia) was the 

only French painter to travel to New York for the Armory Show, in which he presented four 

                                                
50 Henderson, Duchamp in Context: Science and Technology in the Large Glass and Related Works 
(Princeton, N.J.: Princeton University Press, 1998), 83-84. 
51 Henderson, Duchamp in Context, 10-11. 
52 Cox, Cubism, 180, 199; See also Croll-Knight, “Chronology,” 178. 
53 Croll-Knight, “Chronology,” 178. 
54 Rosenblum, Cubism, 154-156. 
55 Borràs, Picabia, 98. 
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Cubist paintings: Dances at the Spring I, Memory of Grimaldi, Procession, Seville and Paris. The 

Armory Show, which traveled from New York to Chicago and Boston, introduced Cubism to 

America, presenting the work of Picasso, Duchamp, Picabia, and hundreds of others.
56

 In total, 

the exhibition, which ran from February 17 through March 15, 1913, in New York, showed 

almost 1,650 works by over 300 European and American artists.
57

 While Marcel Duchamp’s 

Nude Descending a Staircase (No. 2) was the scandal of the exhibition, Picabia became the 

supposed spokesman for Cubism. However, in his numerous interviews with the New York press, 

he promoted his new post-Cubist abstraction as a means of expressing moods and feelings 

impossible to convey through realist art or photographs.
58

 As he explained: “Pure art will not be 

that which reproduces an object but that which makes real an immaterial fact, an emotive fact.”
59

 

In another interview, he continued, “That is why I have abandoned Cubism…(and use) means of 

expression based on line and color, totally spontaneous and constantly changing according to the 

demands, the inspiration, the impression, the state of mind produced…. The man best informed 

about the revolution in the art of painting…is a New Yorker: Alfred Stieglitz.”
60

  

During the three months he and Gabrielle spent in New York for the Armory Show, 

Picabia and his wife became closely acquainted with Stieglitz, regularly visiting the 

photographer’s Little Gallery of the Photo-Secession (“291”) and meeting the circle of modern 

artists and authors that gathered there, including Stieglitz’s associate Marius de Zayas.
61

 The 

fourth dimension was also a topic of discussion in New York, inspired by Max Weber’s 1910 

                                                
56 Rosenblum, Cubism, 221. 
57 Croll-Knight, “Chronology,” 179. 
58 Jennifer Mundy, “The Art of Friendship,” in Duchamp, Man Ray, Picabia, ed. Jennifer Mundy (Exh. 
cat., London: Tate Publishing, 2008), 19. 
59 New York Globe (February 20, 1913), quoted in Borràs, Picabia, 98. 
60 New York Tribune (March 9, 1913), quoted in Borràs, Picabia, 98. 
61 Croll-Knight, “Chronology,” 179. 
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essay, “The Fourth Dimension from a Plastic Point of View,” published in Camera Work.
62

 

Grounded in Weber’s own period in Paris from 1905 to 1908, Weber’s essay promoted discussion 

of the subject that engaged patroness Mabel Dodge and her friend Gertrude Stein and later 

responded to the contemporary publications on the subject by American architect and writer 

Claude Bragdon.
63

 Picabia also brought his own understanding of the fourth dimension to New 

York, stating to the press, “Art can express the fourth dimension of the spirit, but not the third 

dimension of reality.”
64

  

Before he and Gabrielle returned to Paris in April 1913, Picabia had an exhibition at 

“291.” He showed a series of sixteen abstract watercolors, including The City of New York 

Perceived Through the Body and Star Dancer on a Transatlantic Liner (both 1913) that he had 

painted in his New York hotel room, reflecting his “subjective impressions” of the city (Figs. 8 & 

9).
65

 As Henderson has pointed out, the flat, floating geometric forms of these watercolors echo 

Bragdon’s illustration of “tracings” of higher consciousness, a condition Bragdon also associated 

with X-ray-like clairvoyance (Figs. 10 & 11).
66

 Thus, interest in Bragdon in New York at that 

time may well have expanded upon Picabia’s Cubist understanding of the fourth dimension and 

encouraged his exploration of new forms of abstraction.
67

 We shall further examine this 

moment’s views on the fourth dimension in the context of Picabia and Stein’s friendship in the 

early 1930s. After Picabia returned to Paris in April 1913, he painted several more of what he 

                                                
62 Max Weber, “The Fourth Dimension from a Plastic Point of View,” Camera Work, no. 31 (July 1910): 
25. 
63 Linda Dalrymple Henderson, “Mabel Dodge, Gertrude Stein, and Max Weber: A Four-Dimensional 
Trio,” Arts Magazine 57, no. 1 (September 1982): 106-111. 
64 New York Globe (February 20, 1913), quoted in Borràs, Picabia, 88. 
65 Croll-Knight, “Chronology,” 179. 
66 Henderson, Fourth Dimension, 212. Claude Bragdon, A Primer of Higher Space (The Fourth 
Dimension) (New York: Manas Press, 1913). 
67 Henderson, Fourth Dimension, 211-212. 
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called his “memories of America,” the abstract canvases Catch as Catch Can, Edtaonisl, and 

Udnie (all 1913, Fig. 12).
68

  

After the outbreak of war in France, Picabia returned to New York in June of 1915, 

deserting his military mission and becoming absorbed in the growing avant-garde expatriate 

community there, centered on the apartment of Walter and Louise Arensberg.
69

 The Arensbergs’ 

art-filled home at 33 West 67th Street became, from 1915 to 1921, a crucial gathering place for 

both artists, poets, and professionals, with a hedonistic atmosphere conducive to dancing as well 

as strenuous aesthetic debates.
70

 There, members of the American avant-garde such as Walter 

Pach, Man Ray, Morton Schamberg, Charles Sheeler, Marius de Zayas, Beatrice Wood, 

Katherine Dreier, Isadora Duncan, Carl Van Vechten, Elsa von Freytag-Loringhoven, and 

William Carlos Williams welcomed wartime émigrés including Picabia and Gabrielle, Duchamp, 

Jean and Yvonne Crotti, and Cubist leader Albert Gleizes and his wife Juliette Roche.
71

 “No 

sooner had [Francis and I] arrived than we became part of a motley international band which 

turned night into day, conscientious objectors of all nationalities and walks of life living in an 

inconceivable orgy of sexuality, jazz, and alcohol,” Gabrielle Buffet-Picabia recalled in 1949. 

“Seen from Broadway, the massacres in France seemed like a colossal advertising stunt for the 

benefit of some giant corporation.”
72

 Amelia Jones has argued that, until the United States entered 

World War I in 1917, New York provided expatriate artists, such as Duchamp, Picabia, and 

                                                
68 Croll-Knight, “Chronology,” 179. 
69 Camfield, His Art, 72-73. 
70 Michael R. Taylor, “New York,” in Dada: Zurich, Berlin, Hannover, Cologne, New York, Paris, ed. 
Leah Dickerman (Exh. cat., Washington: National Gallery of Art in association with D.A.P./Distributed Art 
Publishers, Inc., 2005), 278. 
71 Henderson, Duchamp in Context, 77. See Francis Naumann, New York Dada, 1915-1923 (New York: 
Abrams, 1994) for a thorough discussion of this milieu. 
72 Buffet-Picabia, quoted in Amelia Jones, Irrational Modernism: A Neurasthenic History of New York 
Dada. (Cambridge, Mass.: MIT Press, 2004), 57. 
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Crotti, with respite from the rhetoric of masculinity, heroism, and nationalism in Europe, and 

allowed the ferment of the experimental, anti-heroic, and anti-art practices that shaped modern art 

in both America and Europe in the coming decades.
73

  

Once back in New York, Picabia became involved almost immediately in the production 

of 291, the recently founded modernist magazine affiliated with Stieglitz’s gallery. The magazine 

was overseen by de Zayas, and occasionally took a critical, but respectful, approach to the 

patriarch, Stieglitz; this tendency toward agitation must have appealed to Picabia.
74

 291, Camfield 

writes, explored “modern art, satire, and criticism, and though it was unlike any American or 

European predecessors, it combined sources from both sides of the Atlantic in form and 

content.”
75

 The magazine published texts from French and American contributors and combined 

the material quality of Stieglitz’s earlier Camera Work with the experimental design found in 

European avant-garde magazines.
76

 Thus, while the Arensbergs’ art collection, ranging from 

African and pre-Columbian work to European modern art by Picasso and Constantin Brancusi, 

stimulated the development of the movement known retrospectively as New York Dada, 291 and 

other magazines helped articulate the group’s aims and connect it to the burgeoning Dada 

movement in Europe.
77

 

                                                
73 Jones, Irrational Modernism, 39. 
74 Camfield, His Art, 75. 
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DADA  
 

The First World War set the European avant-garde reeling, and the vanguard became 

increasingly factionalized in their reactions to the unprecedented devastation of the first modern 

war. While some artists retreated to reason, others felt that only the extreme opposite of logic 

could shock society out of the tragic bourgeois malaise into which it had fallen.
78

 Picabia, full of 

generative and destructive potential in equal measure, was one of the key figures in the Dada 

movement both during and after the war. The movement was born in Zurich in 1916 from the 

activities of the poet Tristan Tzara and his circle. Tzara’s “Dada Manifesto 1918” pointed to the 

war as proof of the corruption of the existing social order and art markets as well as the failure of 

the pre-war modern movements.
79

 As an anti-traditional art group, the Dadaists sought new 

modes of creation including collages, actions, and non-art objects, bringing an aggressive and 

political flavor to their activities.
80

 After his contact with Tzara, Picabia became one of the 

movement’s most vocal mouthpieces. 

The work that Picabia began during the years now known as New York Dada is among 

his best known. Upon his return to New York in 1915, he explained, “it flashed on me that the 

genius of the modern world is in machinery and that through machinery art ought to find a most 

vivid expression.”
81

 The object-portraits that he began to create that year for illustration in 291, 

using machine parts—gears, circuits, and light bulbs—to symbolize friends and collaborators 
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such as Stieglitz and de Zayas, and his wife Gabrielle (all 1915), reveal a consummately modern 

preoccupation with mechanics. But as Michael R. Taylor has explained, while the Stieglitz circle 

appreciated the objective or humorously caricatural qualities of machinery, Picabia’s use of 

machine imagery became increasingly ironic, incorporating broken or non-functional machines 

that suggest a growing alienation, perhaps as a result of the ongoing war.
82

 Picabia’s exhibition of 

machine works such as Reverence and A Very Rare Picture on Earth (both 1915) at the Modern 

Gallery in New York in January 1916 was a turning point in the development of what became his 

Dada theory and aesthetics.
83

  

Duchamp, who had also arrived in New York in June 1915, was concurrently working on 

his own mechanical composition, The Bride Stripped Bare by Her Bachelors, Even (The Large 

Glass), of 1915-1923 (Fig. 53). He later recalled the importance of Picabia’s intellectual approach 

to his machine paintings: 

Dada was very serviceable as a purgative. And I think I was thoroughly conscious of this 
at the time and of a desire to effect a purgation in myself. I recall certain conversations 
with Picabia along these lines. He had more intelligence than most of our contemporaries. 
The rest were either for or against Cézanne. There was no thought of anything beyond the 
physical side of painting.

84
 

 

Picabia’s use of new materials, such as metallic or commercial paint, techniques, and subject 

matter appropriated from popular and consumer culture, including technical drawings and 

advertisements,
 
matched the anti-art aesthetics of the readymade that Duchamp made famous with 
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his legendary Fountain, submitted to the April 1917 Society of Independent Artists exhibition.
85

 

In the “symbolic machine portrait” of Paul Haviland, Voilà Haviland, that Picabia produced in 

1915, Camfield has shown that the artist copied the image of a portable electric lamp from a 

widely circulated advertisement, editing out extraneous details and adding his own inscription, 

“La Poésie est comme lui” (Figs. 13 & 14). Picabia was particularly interested in the “functional 

analogies” of the imagery that he selected for such portraits; here, Haviland is both a source of 

light and portable, as he prepared to leave for Europe.
86

 The appropriation of imagery from 

reproductions in mass media sources that began with Picabia’s machine works and object 

portraits continued throughout his Dada work and extended beyond Dada to the Transparencies’ 

use of art reproductions and engravings. Sara Cochran has also identified pin-up photographs in 

the soft-pornographic magazines Mon Paris and Paris Sex Appeal as sources of imagery for 

Picabia’s erotic 1940s figural paintings.
87

  

Picabia continued to create machine-inspired works from their beginnings in New York 

in 1915 through his stay in Barcelona from June 1916 to April 1917 and travels to Switzerland in 

1918, before he settled in Paris in March 1919. David Joselit has identified three types of machine 

forms in Picabia’s work from this era.
88

 The first type uses machine parts or mechanical functions 

as metaphors for human sex organs or erotic acts, represented by the gears of Picabia’s Machine 

                                                
85 Taylor, “New York,” 282. See also Arnauld Pierre, “The ‘Confrontation of Modern Values’: A Moral 
History of Dada in Paris,” in The Dada Seminars, ed. Leah Dickerman with Matthew S. Witkovsky 
(Washington: National Gallery of Art, in association with D.A.P./Distributed Art Publishers, 2005), 255. 
86 Camfield, His Art, 82-83. Camfield, William Homer, and Pierre have presented groundbreaking research 
on Picabia’s sources for his mechanical imagery. See William A. Camfield, “The Machinist Style of 
Francis Picabia,” The Art Bulletin 48, No. 3/4 (September - December 1966): 309-322; William Innes 
Homer, “Picabia’s Jeune fille américaine dans l'état de nudité and Her Friends,” The Art Bulletin 57, No. 1 
(March 1975): 110-115; Arnauld Pierre, “Sources inédites pour l’oeuvre machiniste de Francis Picabia, 
1918-1922,” Bulletin de la Société de l’histoire de l’art français (Paris, année 1991-1992): 255-281. 
87 Sara Cochran, “La peinture de Francis Picabia pendant la seconde guerre mondiale,” Art press, no. 222 
(1997): 48-9. 
88 David Joselit, “Dada’s Diagrams,” in The Dada Seminars, 232. 



 23 

Turn Quickly (as well as in Duchamp’s Large Glass; Figs. 15 & 53). The second type that Joselit 

identifies is the “iconic” treatment of a machine part as readymade, isolated and recoded through 

an inscription, such as the propeller shown in Ass (1917, Fig. 16). This “readymade” imagery 

frequently appeared on the early covers of the magazine 391, Picabia’s “double” of 291, which he 

began while in Barcelona in January 1917.
89

 With the eighth issue of 391, which Picabia edited 

with the help of Tzara in early 1919, however, the journal’s cover images shifted to a 

“diagrammatic” style that Joselit names as the third type of machine image (Fig. 17).
90

 This style, 

in which lines of text often substitute for machine parts such as pistons and perform a functional 

purpose, moves Picabia’s machine drawings beyond the merely pictorial. Joselit characterizes this 

approach as part of a broader schema of “Dada visual tactics,” in which “image and text circulate 

within a single plane of signification.”
91

 Picabia’s machine drawings and paintings bridged an 

interest in machinery and commodification—and the impact of both on the psyche—that 

characterized his actions in New York, starting in 1915, with the political agitation and assault on 

the traditions of paintings espoused by the growing European branches of the Dada movement.
92

 

Integral to the dissemination of “Dada” ideas throughout its satellites were Picabia’s 391 

and other journals—as well as prolific transatlantic correspondence and the mobility of certain 

figures, including Picabia, Duchamp, Tzara, Hans Arp, Kurt Schwitters, and Max Ernst.
93

 Before 

New York Dada was known as such, the earliest iconoclastic ideas reached New York via 

Duchamp and Picabia, who received Tzara’s anti-war, anti-art text The First Celestial Adventure 
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of Mr. Antipyrine from the author in late 1916 or early 1917.
94

 The vibrant expatriate community 

in Zurich had been active for more than two years when Tzara published his “Dada Manifesto 

1918” in July 1918, and it was circulated in the number 3 issue of his magazine Dada.
95

 Three 

copies of this issue, along with books of poetry, accompanied the letter that Tzara sent to Picabia 

in August 1918 inviting him to participate in Zurich Dada. Picabia was receiving treatment for 

neurasthenia in Switzerland at the time, and he and Gabrielle eventually made their way to 

Zurich, meeting Tzara in January or February 1919.
96

 Picabia’s collaboration with the Zurich 

Dada group lent to their activities the cynicism embodied by the “dysfunctional machines” of 

New York Dada, and placed Tzara’s circle in greater contact with international Dada.
97

 While 

there, Picabia produced, with Tzara’s help, issue number 8 of 391 including a feature on Zurich 

Dada as well as the newly diagrammatic cover image, Molecular Construction. Picabia also 

assisted Tzara with the editing of Dada number 4-5, soliciting international contributions and 

creating a cover for the issue, as well as a drawing titled Dada Movement, which diagrammed the 

network between Zurich, New York, and Paris.  

Dada number 4-5 was the last issue produced in Zurich, as Tzara moved to Paris in 

January 1920. Picabia had arrived in Paris in March 1919, only a few months after the war’s end. 

                                                
94 Michael R. Taylor, “New York,” 287. 
95 Tristan Tzara, “Dada Manifesto 1918,” Dada, no. 3 (July 1918). 
96 Amelia Jones oddly pinpoints this moment as the beginning of the end of Picabia’s avant-gardism. 
Citing Benjamin Buchloh’s “Figures of Authority, Ciphers of Regression,” she writes, “Picabia’s 
masculinity, compromised by his own lapsing into an out of control neurasthenia primarily of his own 
making, was redirected, slowly but surely, into the channels of a reversed avant-gardism. Ironically, with 
his meeting of one of the spearheads of ‘official’ European Dada [Tzara], he began to paint dream pictures, 
romantic and sentimental. His acerbic machine women disappeared along with his neurasthenia; his 
neurasthenia disappeared along with his Dadaism. Both had been tamed by the end of World War I.” Jones 
thus elides the events of 1918 with Picabia’s beginning of the Transparencies almost a decade later, 
undercutting Picabia’s integral role in Paris Dada and repeating the frequent positioning of the 
Transparencies as reactionary or regressive works. Jones, Irrational Modernism, 87. 
97 Leah Dickerman, “Zurich” in Dada, ed. Leah Dickerman (Exh. cat., Washington: National Gallery of 
Art in association with D.A.P./Distributed Art Publishers, Inc., 2005), 39-40. 



 25 

There, he continued to produce 391 (intermittently until October 1924), had several exhibitions, 

and also became involved in the circle around the magazine Littérature, edited by André Breton, 

along with Louis Aragon and Philippe Soupault. In early 1919, Breton had invited Tzara to 

contribute to the magazine and to be a part of “the new spirit for which we are fighting,” invoking 

Apollinaire’s call for “l’esprit nouveau.”
98

 Less than a year later, Tzara arrived in Paris. Paris 

Dada was inaugurated with a live performance organized by the editors of Littérature on January 

23, 1920, and counted Tzara, Picabia, Paul Éluard, Georges Ribemont-Dessaignes, and others as 

members.
99

 According to Matthew Witkovsky, Paris Dada was defined by its quest for a post-

Cubist form of modernism, resulting in a blending of high and low culture that emphasized 

confrontation and spectacle, also encompassing a variety of interdisciplinary media and often 

non-art actions. Though in its later years, internal rifts that drove away founding members 

including Picabia consumed Paris Dada, in its early years Picabia’s machine imagery and the 

related interest in consumer and media culture and manufacturing drove Paris Dada to new 

heights of creativity.
100

 

Picabia first exhibited his machine works in Paris in late 1919 at the Salon d’Automne 

(November 1-December 10, 1919). Flummoxed by the machine imagery of Child Carburetor 

(1919) and the three other paintings Picabia contributed, the Salon’s president relegated the works 

to a stairwell. Picabia protested vociferously, alleging that the Salon had compromised its 

aesthetic standards by rejecting true modernism and therefore had no reason to exist. This 

consummately Dadaist public scandal gained notoriety for the artist and his machine paintings.
101
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Picabia also exhibited earlier machine works including A Very Rare Picture on Earth (1915) at 

René Hilsum’s gallery and bookshop, Au Sans Pareil, in April 1920, as part of Paris Dada’s first 

season. The aesthetics of “precision and indifference” of Picabia and Duchamp, Arnauld Pierre 

writes, held great appeal for the Dadaists in Paris.
102

 From their metaphorical use of broken 

machines and “found” or popular images, the group also looked to non-art materials and 

techniques, including industrial materials (such as Ripolin paint, a favorite of Picabia), collage, 

and assemblage as a further challenge to the traditions of painting.  

What Pierre termed the “disdain for the craft of painting and its accompanying 

mythology” manifested in the success of Picabia’s machine paintings grew largely out of reaction 

to the legacy of Cubism and the contemporary movement Purism.
103

 Led by Charles Edouard 

Jenneret (Le Corbusier) and Amédée Ozenfant, Purism, as outlined in its 1920 manifesto, stood 

for logic, order, and control, and bore distinctly classical overtones.
104

 In contrast to Dada’s 

broken contraptions, the Purists’ machines were functional models of efficiency, and the Dadaists 

were happy to agitate the fundamental philosophical disagreements between the two groups.
105

 

Nor did Dada mesh with Italian Futurism; in 1920, Picabia clashed with Marinetti over the 

futurist leader’s idea of “tactilism.” Picabia claimed that Marinetti was plagiarizing the theories of 

the tactile in art put forth years earlier by Apollinaire and a “Miss Clifford Williams.” The 

conflict peaked on January 1921, when Dadaists including Picabia, Breton, Aragon, and Tzara 

interrupted Marinetti’s public appearance in Paris to announce that Dada had killed Futurism.
106
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Picabia and the Dadaists saved the majority of their venom, however, for Cubism’s 

postwar manifestations. Apart from their disdain for the classicizing tendencies of Purism, which 

Picabia in 1922 dismissed as “the little school of beaux-arts cubists founded by L’Esprit Nouveau 

[the Purist journal] who fancy than an epoch is great because it lasts a long time or because those 

who participate in it are numerous,” Picabia also continued his pre-war clash with Albert 

Gleizes.
107

 Late in 1919, Gleizes, along with Alexander Archipenko and Léopold Survage, 

proposed to revive the prewar Section d’Or salon. Picabia and Duchamp had been original 

members of the Section d’Or group, and though they had broken with Gleizes and Metzinger’s 

codified, Bergsonist Cubism before the war, Picabia encouraged the Dadaists to take part in the 

exhibition through poetry readings. The alignment foundered, however, on February 25, 1920 at 

the Section d’Or meeting at which Gleizes called for a vote on whether the new Section was for 

or against painting. Picabia and the Dadaists, voting against painting, were outnumbered and the 

Cubists, including Gleizes, voted to exclude the Dadaists from the Section.
108

  

Picabia and the Dadaists immediately decried what they described as Gleizes’s populist 

pandering—and Cubism as a whole—in 391.
109

 Ribemont-Dessaignes condemned the group as 

“legislative cubism” and Gleizes fired back with his article “The Dada Case,” published in Action 

in April 1920.
110

 In it, Gleizes inveighed against Dada as pathological and “merely the ultimate 

decomposition of the spiritual values of that decomposed bourgeois hierarchy,” defending the 
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eternal values of art.
111

 The break with Cubism was again complete; Picabia went on to reject its 

form of modernism-as-dogma in a series of articles highlighting the intertwining of Cubism and 

the commercial art market as evidence of its hypocrisy.
112

 He took particular aim at Léonce 

Rosenberg, whose Galérie de L’Effort Moderne became a bastion for Cubism after World War I: 

“Monsieur Rosemberg [sic] has told us: ‘The apples and the napkins of Cézanne represent the 

great human tradition of the cathedrals just as Cubism represents the modern cathedral.’ Monsieur 

Rosemberg, you are a curate and the mass you say in your cathedral is a ceremony for pears. 

What! What! What!”
113

 

Yet even as Dada excoriated the ossified movements and institutions of the Paris art 

world, it was itself become increasingly dogmatic and factionalized. This was in large part due to 

mounting tensions between Breton and Tzara; Picabia played double agent in these conflicts, 

switching allegiances and denouncing Dada several times throughout the early 1920s. The first 

major manifestation of the schism within Dada came during the public mock trial of Maurice 

Barrès, which Breton organized on May 13, 1921. Breton, acting as judge, charged the author 

with nationalism and, therefore, an abandonment of his moral principles. Tzara, acting as a 

“witness,” objected to Breton’s notion of a collective judgment, declaring, “I have no confidence 

in justice, even if this justice is made by Dada.”
114

 Picabia, for his part, had grown weary of the 
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infighting and published his notice “M. Picabia Separates from the Dadas” earlier that month.
115

 

Picabia alluded to the Barrès trial in a similar statement dated May 13, 1921 and published in the 

June 1921 issue of Le Corbusier’s Ésprit nouveau. After he and Duchamp developed the “Dada” 

spirit in 1912, he wrote, it had become an actual movement: “… Then everything changed about 

me, I had the impression that, like Cubism, Dada was going to have disciples who understood and 

I soon had but one idea: to flee as far as possible and forget these gentlemen…. Now Dada has a 

court, lawyers, and soon probably policemen and a M. Deibler [an executioner]….”
116

 He stormed 

out of the trial.  

Picabia’s break with Dada in 1921 would not be final, but the events of the next few 

years found him repeatedly at odds with the ideology of Dada (or, with the very idea that Dada 

should have an ideology). In March 1922, the tensions within Dada re-emerged as Breton planned 

the Congrès de Paris, a summit of leaders of the pre- and post-war avant-gardes that Breton 

intended not to “work to create a new intellectual family and to tighten the bonds that many will 

judge illusory,” but to mobilize the avant-garde against the ascendant champions of tradition and 

classicism.
117

 Breton invited representatives of Dada, Futurism, De Stijl, and other movements, 

but mounting tensions between Breton and Tzara over the tactics and origins of Dada doomed the 

Congrès to failure.
118

 While Breton increasingly favored the collectivism of the Congrès (and 

later, Communism), mock trials, and the building of coalitions (increasingly with himself as 
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leader), Picabia and Tzara embraced a more chaotic, individualist conception of Dada that led to 

“fleeting unions” and frequent fallings-out.
119

 Strangely, and perhaps nihilistically, Picabia 

aligned himself with Breton and agreed to participate in the Congress, marginalizing Tzara, as 

well as Ribemont-Dessaignes, Erik Satie, and others opposed to the gathering.
120

 He justified his 

participation in Breton’s Congress by arguing that Dada should not be prolonged, as Tzara hoped, 

but allowed to die out before it became stale, writing, “Our heads are round to allow our thoughts 

to change direction…. Men are more imaginative when killing themselves than when saving 

themselves,” before closing with the salvo, “Picasso is the only painter I like. Cubism is a 

cathedral of shit.”
121

 Tzara successfully derailed the Congress, but the break in Dada was 

complete, and Breton was the ascendant leader of a new movement.  
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The Espagnoles and Optophone: Picabia Separates from Dada 

 

THE ESPAGNOLES 
 

The root of Picabia’s struggles with Paris Dada in the early 1920s seems to have been his 

fundamental objection to the nature of movements. By 1921, Picabia found that Dada, 

increasingly under the influence of André Breton, had become too dogmatic—exactly that which 

it had set out to destroy. In a series of articles published in the spring of 1921, Picabia denounced 

the movement for becomingly increasingly codified and stale, writing, “The Dada spirit really 

only existed from 1913 to 1918…. By wanting to continue, Dada retreated into itself.”122 In what 

became a recurring theme in his writing, Picabia emphasized his originality, independence, and 

disregard for movements and ideology, writing that even if Dada were to live forever, “I will 

remain Francis Picabia! You have to be a nomad, go through ideas the way you go through 

countries and cities….”123  

Picabia’s critique of movements and insistence upon his individual agency in the early 

1920s went hand in hand with a growing stylistic emphasis on the figure in his work. He first 

articulated his position on the artistic use of sources in the visible world via his mechanomorphic 

works, which had begun in the 1910s as surrogate portraits. In 1921, Picabia submitted two works 

to the Salon d’Automne (November 1-December 20, 1921): The Cacodylic Eye and The Hot Eyes 

(Figs. 18 & 19). The first work is his well-known conglomeration of the signatures of his friends 

(and a few forgeries) who came to visit him while he suffered from eye shingles. The second was 

a large-scale machine painting, with a hand (like that which draws on the chest of the Augustus 
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figure in Picabia’s 1929 painting Minos) appearing to write, arrows and directional text, 

accompanied by a cheeky dedication to the Salon and its president Frantz Jourdain.
124

 Six years 

after he had begun his mechanical paintings and drawings, the press at last caught on to Picabia’s 

appropriation of technical drawings for these images. Le Matin published a scandalized article 

pairing an image of The Hot Eyes with the drawing of an airplane turbine that Picabia had copied 

from the popular science journal La Science et la Vie.
125

 To the magazine’s accusation of 

plagiarism, Picabia replied: 

“So Picabia invented nothing: he copies!” I’m afraid so, he copies an engineer’s working 
drawing instead of copying apples! Copying apples, anyone can understand that; copying 
a turbine: that’s stupid. In my opinion, what is even stupider is that The Hot Eyes, which 
was inadmissible yesterday, now becomes, through the fact that it represents a 
convention, a painting that is perfectly intelligible to everyone. The painter makes a 
choice, then imitates his choice, whose deformation constitutes Art; why not simply sign 
this choice instead of monkeying about in front of it?

126
 

 

This statement reflects Picabia’s understanding of the roles of figuration and realism in the 1920s. 

While he scorned slavish mimesis or illusionism as “monkeying about,” he defended the artist’s 

right to choose his subjects from the real world, and he seemed to delight in selecting subjects 

already mediated by another artist or draughtsman. This rhetoric, apparently rooted in the 

readymade, seemed consummately Dada; however, this exchange may also have prompted 
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with its didactic labeling of “photograph” (showing a photograph of Picabia behind the wheel of a car) and 
“drawing” (a rough sketch of the same), both mounted on canvas, further underscored the relationship 
between realism, the photographic source, and an artist’s interpretation. See Baker, Artwork Caught by the 
Tail, 205-206. Picabia’s discussion of apples perhaps alludes to Cézanne, whose still-life subjects Léonce 
Rosenberg had recently celebrated in his Cubisme et tradition (Paris: L’Effort moderne, 1920). 
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Picabia to recognize the potential levels of mediation already present in figural imagery, as 

human subjects increasingly replaced his machines.
127

 

While he alternately savaged Dada as he had Cubism and continued to occupy an 

increasingly uneasy position in its vanguard, Picabia pursued a form of neoclassical figuration 

that foreshadowed the Transparency paintings that he created in exile at the decade’s end. One 

outlet for Picabia’s figural work during this period was the journal Littérature, which Breton re-

established after a seven-month hiatus in 1922. Following his first public break with Dada in 

1921, Picabia was a sometime ally of Breton, at first supportive of Breton’s mobilization of a new 

faction against Tzara’s entrenched Dada (as seen in the Congrès de Paris debacle), but eventually 

condemnatory of Breton’s demagogic approach to proto-Surrealism.
128

  

After becoming Littérature’s sole editor in May 1922, Breton commissioned from 

Picabia a series of cover designs, beginning with the September 1922 issue (no. 4). The drawings 

that Picabia conceived for Littérature between 1922 and his final break with Breton in 1924, 

while often absurdist and erotic, feature distinctly classical references and a simple, black-and-

white line drawing style that marks a turning point in Picabia’s career (Fig. 20).129 Gone were the 

machine images that had decorated the covers of 291 and 391; as Borràs has pointed out, 

Picabia’s initial break with Dada seemed to have initiated “a new plastic adventure: the 

simultaneous exploration of geometrical abstraction and figurative drawing, sometimes even with 

an endeavour to integrate one in the other.”
130

 

                                                
127 See Baker, Artwork Caught by the Tail, 233-236, for a discussion of appropriation and transparency in 
Picabia’s mechanomorphs vis-à-vis Duchamp’s Large Glass and Picabia’s later Transparencies. 
128 Borràs, Picabia 109. 
129 Wilson, Accommodations of Desire, 6. 
130 Borràs, Picabia, 235. I disagree, however, with Borràs’s statement that Picabia’s figurative drawings 
“must be seen as pure mockery” of classicism. 
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Throughout this period, Picabia exhibited regularly, with several solo exhibitions in Paris, 

Limoges, and Barcelona between late 1920 and 1923.
131

 Even as he showed some of his most 

experimental, anti-art Dada works in the Salons, including The Cacodylic Eye and The Hot Eyes 

in the 1921 Salon d’Automne and The Merry Widow, St. Vitus’ Dance, and Straw Hat? at the 

1922 Société des Artistes Indépendants (January 28-February 28), Picabia began to highlight in 

his one-man shows a series of works on paper called Espagnoles, or Spanish women. These he 

claimed to have begun during a visit with family in Seville in 1902.
132

 He continued to intersperse 

the delicate mantilla-clad ladies among his mechanical portraits between 1915 and 1919, and 

worked on them throughout the 1920s, facts that have been downplayed or ignored in most 

literature on the artist’s Dada years.133 The Espagnoles, which emulate images from Spanish 

novelty postcards and nineteenth-century works by French painter Jean-August Dominique 

Ingres, particularly his 1806 Madame Aymon (La Belle Zélie) (Rouen, Musée des Beaux-Arts), 

are imbued with typically Picabian perversity—the artist dangles cigarettes from the women’s 

lips and gives them bulging lazy eyes (Fig. 21).
134

  

Pierre reads the Espagnoles as an extension of Picabia’s assault on the commercial art 

world—both the kitsch appeal of Spanish images at this time and the legacy of Impressionism—

as well as a reaction against the conservative classical revival and its nationalistic reclamation of 

Ingres.
135

 The history of Picabia’s neoclassicism and the evolution of his position on the 

Espagnoles in particular, however, suggest a more nuanced story. When Juliette Roche, the wife 

                                                
131 Galerie Povolozki (or de la Cible), Paris, December 10-25, 1920; Galerie Dalpayrat, Limoges, February 
1-15, 1921; Galeries Dalmau, Barcelona, November 18-December 8, 1922; Exposition chez Danthon, 
Paris, May 14, 1923; see Borràs, Picabia, 214-215, 245-246.  
132 Arnauld Pierre, Francis Picabia: La peinture sans aura (Paris: Gallimard, 2002), 165. 
133 Roberto Ohrt, “Avant-Garde Wrinkles and Realistic Artificial Light,” in Francis Picabia: The Late 
Works, 1933-1953, ed. Zdenek Felix (Exh. cat., Cologne: Hatje, 1998), 10. 
134 Pierre, La Peinture sans aura, 167-168. 
135 Pierre, La Peinture sans aura, 170-178. 
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of Albert Gleizes, asked (after Picabia’s December 1920 retrospective at Galerie la Cible in Paris) 

why he painted the Spanish women if he did not believe in painting, Picabia disowned his 

beloved subjects, saying, “They are fakes,” perhaps still uncomfortable with their neoclassical 

roots in the context of his avant-garde milieu.136 Picabia’s claims to Dada provocation were not 

sufficient to obscure the works’ academic origins, nor do they explain Picabia’s ongoing 

commitment to the Espagnoles or their apparent impact on his oeuvre. After beginning to exhibit 

the Espagnoles alongside machine paintings, such as Child Carburetor, at the Galerie de la Cible 

exhibition in 1920, Picabia in 1922 exhibited two paintings with direct quotations from Ingres, 

The Fig Leaf and Spanish Night, at the Salon d’Automne (Fig. 22).
137

 Borràs explains that these 

works were painted in the spring of that year, approximately coinciding with the Congrès de 

Paris, and thus represent a crucial moment in Picabia’s self-definition apart from Dada.
138

  

Shortly after the opening of the 1922 Salon d’Automne, Picabia presented an exhibition 

of approximately fifty recent watercolors at Galeries Dalmau in Barcelona, including at least six 

Espagnole-style drawings alongside a new, highly abstracted form of mechanical imagery that 

reduced machine parts to geometric shapes.
139

 This exhibition is a particularly interesting case 

study and can be considered the turning point in Picabia’s negotiation of abstraction and 

figuration in his work. Breton wrote the exhibition catalogue preface and traveled with Picabia to 

                                                
136 Croll-Knight, “Chronology,” 190. There is some debate over the date of this occurrence; some scholars 
have described it as taking place earlier in the year at the fateful Section d’Or meeting on February 25, 
1920. See Borràs, Picabia, 202. 
137 Société du Salon d’Automne, Paris, November 1-December 17, 1922. Pierre identifies the sources for 
Spanish Night as Ingres’s The Source (1820-1856, Paris, Musée d'Orsay) and a study for Roger Freeing 
Angelica (1818, Cambridge, Massachusetts, Fogg Art Museum, Harvard University). The Fig Leaf adapts 
the figure of Oedipus from Ingres’s Oedipus and the Sphinx (1808, Paris, Musée du Louvre), reversing the 
figure’s leg to make his genitals visible, were it not for the fig leaf. See Pierre, La peinture sans aura, 170, 
180. 
138 Borràs, Picabia, 235. 
139 Borràs, Picabia, 245-246. 
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Barcelona to give a lecture at the gallery. In his preface, Breton highlighted the abstract 

watercolors, which bore mechanically derived titles like Astrolabe, Hydraulic Press, Shutter, and 

Resonator, as counterpoints to the Espagnoles, writing:  

The work of art no longer resides in a more or less fortunate assemblage of colors, in a 
play of lines that more or less touches fingers with reality. Likeness, even a distant one, 
no longer exists. The farce of interpretation has lasted far too long. The grace of known 
contours, in which Picabia has so often painted beautiful Spanish women…yield to 
compositions in which visual values, unadulterated by any representative or symbolic 
intent, are no more significant than the signature and the title.

140
 

 

Breton thus positioned the abstractions as replacements for the Espagnoles and went on to deny 

that the new works were an extension of Picabia’s “mechanical period.” Instead, he celebrated 

that “for the first time, a form of painting has become a source of mystery, after having for so 

long been only speculation about mystery, and that with this art without models, which is neither 

decorative nor symbolic, Picabia has probably reached the highest rung on the ladder of 

creation.”
141

 Breton’s essay treated the geometric watercolors as pure abstractions, but as Pierre 

has shown, these watercolors were, in fact, further abstracted versions of Picabia’s mechanical 

images, drawn from photographs, illustrations, and text in La Science et la Vie.
142

 Breton’s 

celebration of these works as wholly new and abstract and his downplaying of the Espagnoles 

also included in the exhibition, however, suggests that, in the wake of the Paris Congress, Breton 

was attempting to place the mechanical images within the context of geometric abstraction, rather 

                                                
140 André Breton, “Francis Picabia” (1922), Les Pas perdus (The Lost Steps) (Éditions Gallimard, 1924, 
1969), trans. Mark Polizzotti (Lincoln, NE: University of Nebraska Press, 1996), 98.  
141 Breton, The Lost Steps, 99. 
142 Pierre traces Picabia’s appropriation from La Science et la Vie as far back as 1918. Pierre, La Peinture 
sans aura, 120. See also Baker, Artwork Caught by the Tail, 217-225. 
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than the representational push of the retour à l’ordre.
143

 Yet, however fascinating, these 

abstracted mechanical images faded quickly from Picabia’s oeuvre, ceding ground to figurative 

work represented by the Espagnoles and drawings for Littérature over the coming years. George 

Baker (perhaps too negatively) pinpoints this as the crucial moment of Picabia’s abandonment of 

Dada and growing adoption of “figurative pastiche.”
144

  

OPTOPHONE 
 

By 1923, mechanical and abstract imagery had all but disappeared from Picabia’s output. 

The figurative, never fully abandoned even in Picabia’s most anti-art moment, became the artist’s 

chief mode for the next twenty years.145 Nevertheless, in light of the importance Picabia accorded 

his Espagnoles in the early 1920s—as well as his continued investigation of figuration and 

dimensionality in the Transparencies several years later—one of the mechanically derived images 

in the Dalmau exhibition warrants further investigation. A widely circulated photograph of this 

exhibition shows a group of men in bowler hats crowded in front of Picabia’s wall-eyed 

Espagnole (Spanish Woman with Cigarette, c. 1916-17, Figs. 21 & 23). To the right of this work 

(after two smaller, illegible images) is Optophone (c. 1922) and beside that, Embroidery (1922) 

(Fig. 24).
146

 These two watercolors are the only non-Espagnole works in the exhibition that also 

                                                
143 Borràs, Picabia, 235-236. Borràs also notes that Picabia was in touch with Theo van Doesburg as early 
as March 1920, and with Lajos Kassak, editor of the Vienna-based Hungarian magazine, Ma, which served 
to connect the Paris and Berlin art worlds. Borràs traces Picabia’s 1922 abstractions to his contact with 
these circles.  
144 Baker, Artwork Caught by the Tail, 381. Baker’s book does not address the Transparency paintings, but 
does contain an insightful discussion of transparency in Picabia’s Dada work, as well as a fascinating 
treatment of the “abstract” mechanomorphs in the Dalmau exhibition in Chapter 4, “Dada Abstraction.”  
145 Camfield, Francis Picabia (1970), 35. 
146 Borràs calls this watercolor Optophone II, noting that there was a version of the work on canvas, which 
is reproduced in the Dalmau catalogue (though not listed among the works exhibited). See Borràs, Picabia, 
246. The version of Optophone exhibited in the Dalmau exhibition, however, was probably the watercolor, 
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include clearly human figures—a partially orange-shaded odalisque floating on a background of 

concentric black and white circles in Optophone, and two male and female silhouettes beneath a 

vaguely floral, thickly outlined design in Embroidery.
147

 Optophone is particularly interesting 

because of its melding of the human figure with specific imagery rooted in a machine. 

Like nearly all of the machine images in the Dalmau exhibition, Optophone finds its 

inspiration in La Science et la Vie: an article on British engineer Dr. E. E. Fournier d’Albe’s 

invention of the same name (Fig. 25).
148

 D’Albe’s optophone utilized a light-sensitive selenium 

cell connected to a speaker, which translated light waves into sound, producing “differently 

pitched sounds depending on the detected light intensity.”
149

 After inventing the machine in 1912, 

d’Albe redesigned the optophone in 1914 to enable the blind to read; light shone intermittently 

through a revolving “siren disk” featuring five concentric circles of perforations, each hole 

corresponding to the frequency of a musical note. The light “scanned” a line of text, and the 

selenium cell translated the reflected light into the frequencies of the musical notes, sol, do, re, 

mi, sol. A blind person trained in decoding these sounds could therefore understand the printed 

                                                                                                                                            
in keeping with the majority of the works shown. The work more often referred to as Optophone II, dated 
1922-1923, is in the collection of the Musée d’Art Moderne de la Ville de Paris. 
147 George Baker specifically identifies the “superimposition of traced forms” in Embroidery as a 
forerunner of the Transparencies. See Baker, Artwork Caught by the Tail, 236. Glass is another distinctive 
work in the exhibition; Baker discusses this work in the context of Duchamp’s Large Glass, nearing 
“completion” in 1922. Baker, Artwork Caught by the Tail, 233. 
148 Léon de Clérault, “Le Sélénium est appelé à révolutionner la physique,” La Science et la Vie 7, no. 49 
(February-March 1920): 295-305. See Pierre, “Sources inédites,” 299 n. 30. 
149 Arndt Niebisch, “Bodies of Theory. Raoul Hausmann’s Theory Collages,” (paper presented at the 
meeting “Body Montage: Cultures of Corporeal Dis/Assembling, 1900-1933,” Max Planck Institute for the 
History of Science, Berlin, May 28, 2010), 16. Raoul Hausmann was also investigating the idea of the 
optophone in 1922-23, though primarily through the invention’s application in the development of 
“talking” films and the work of German physician Ernst Ruhmer. In addition to the optophone section in 
Niebisch’s essay, see Marcella Lista, “Raoul Hausmann’s Optophone: ‘Universal Language’ and the 
Intermedia,” The Dada Seminars, 82-101. Picabia and Hausmann may have had some contact via Dada 
circles at this time, but it is not known whether they would have discussed the optophone. 
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words.
150

 The machine was mass-produced by the early 1920s, and in 1921 and 1922, a blind 

student of d’Albe named Mary Jameson performed public demonstrations of the optophone in 

Paris.
151

 

The optophone’s conversion of light into sound, essentially rendering the visible 

invisible, represents a reversal of the translation of music into visual language that had 

characterized the Orphism of Picabia’s Cubist period. Both art historians Marcella Lista and 

Arnauld Pierre also discuss this work as a rejection of the synesthesia of Picabia’s 1913 

watercolors and the character of Udnie inspired by the dancer Stacia Napierkowska.
152

 In spite of 

the optophone’s functional purpose as a tool for the blind, many interpretations of Optophone 

deploy a sexualized metaphor for vision, figuring the nude as the target of desiring vision waves 

signified by the concentric circles, or, alternatively, as the source of erotic (magnetic) energy 

radiating from the target’s center, aligned with the nude’s genitals.
153

 Camfield underscores 

Picabia’s longstanding interest in “human-electrical analogies” in the creation of “an optophone 

which converts electrical energy into sexual energy.”
154

 

Scholars differ in their assertions of Picabia’s interest (or lack thereof) in the actual 

functioning of the optophone machine; Pierre insists upon Picabia’s indifference to his subjects.
155

 

Yet Picabia’s contrasting of an academic nude, connotative of study after a model, with a 

geometric abstraction derived from a machine for the blind, as well as the uniqueness of this work 

within the Dalmau exhibition, indicate a deeper level of engagement with the subject and its 
                                                
150 Lista, “Hausmann’s Optophone,” 92. See also E. E. Fournier d’Albe, “The Type-Reading Optophone,” 
Scientific American (October 1920): 109–110. 
151 Lista, “Hausmann’s Optophone,” 92. 
152 Lista, “Hausmann’s Optophone,” 92-93; Pierre, La Peinture sans aura, 120-123. 
153 Camfield, “The Machinist Style of Francis Picabia,” 321; Pierre, La peinture sans aura, 121; 
Witkovsky, “Paris,” 360; Baker, Artwork Caught by the Tail, 268. 
154 Camfield, His Art, 193.  
155 Pierre, La peinture sans aura, 120 
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implications than the dry schematizations of mechanical diagrams elsewhere in the exhibition. By 

acting as an alternative to Braille, the optophone undercut the necessity of both touch and sight, 

allowing the extension of the human body and the perception of objects over a greater distance 

than touch or sight allowed.
156

 The extra-sensory implications of this machine, I believe, 

fascinated Picabia because they connected both to the realms of possibility that the fourth 

dimension had represented during his Cubist years, and to the contemporary experimentation with 

optics—often aimed at undermining traditional painterly perspective—by his friend Marcel 

Duchamp. 

This sense of disembodied or expanded vision, as well as the practical functions of the 

optophone, resonates with the hope expressed by Theosophist and artist František Kupka in a 

1910-1911 notebook for “perceptions and intuitions of the visionary, of an ultrasensitive film, 

capable of seeing even the unknown worlds of which the rhythms would seem incomprehensible 

to us.”
157

 Inspired by both science and occultism, Kupka viewed his paintings as conduits for the 

vibratory, telepathic transfer of thought.
158

 From his early interest in the formal and philosophical 

artistic possibilities represented by X-ray plates, Kupka progressed to a conception of the artist as 

the source of telepathic waves. This shift was inspired both by modern advances in telegraphy 

and by the interest of the artist in occult writings on vibratory telepathy.
159

 Theosophical thought, 

as expressed by C. W. Leadbeater and Annie Besant in their 1901 book Thought-Forms, sought 

“a link between clairvoyant and physical scientific investigations,” positing X-rays, higher-

                                                
156 Lista, “Hausmann’s Optophone,” 84. In spite of this circumventing of touch via the optophone, Lista 
links it with the Dada development of theories of haptic sensibility in response to Futurist “tactilism,” 
which Picabia had strenuously debated with Marinetti. Lista, “Hausmann’s Optophone,” 92-93.  
157 Kupka, quoted in Cox, Cubism, 189. 
158 Linda Dalrymple Henderson, “Vibratory Modernism: Boccioni, Kupka, and the Ether of Space,” in 
From Energy to Information: Representation in Science and Technology, Art, and Literature, eds. Bruce 
Clarke and Linda Dalrymple Henderson (Palo Alto, CA: Stanford University Press, 2002), 128, 138. 
159 Henderson, “Vibratory Modernism,” 138-141. 
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dimensional geometry, and other recent scientific discoveries as parallels to the quest for 

transcendence and access to the invisible realms of existence represented by the astral plane and 

telepathy.
160

 Besant and Leadbeater, in a section titled “The Difficulty of Representation,” also 

discuss desire as a form of vibratory energy, prefiguring many interpretations of Optophone as a 

representation of desire literally targeted at a nude female body, or of waves of sexual energy 

emanating from the body.
161

   

Picabia’s friend Duchamp had learned a great deal from Kupka during his time in 

Puteaux, and had continued an intense study of the fourth dimension as part of his quest for an 

intellectual, rather than retinal-based artistic practice.
162

 His anti-painting masterwork The Bride 

Stripped Bare by Her Bachelors, Even (The Large Glass, 1915-1923), was, in 1922, nearing its 

“definitively unfinished” conclusion (Fig. 53).
163

 The Large Glass, an allegory of frustrated 

sexual desire, depicted the titular Bride occupying a four-dimensional realm, out of reach of the 

three-dimensional world of the Bachelor apparatus below.
164

 This work, like Optophone, placed a 

nude within a vibratory atmosphere; in his Green Box notes on The Large Glass, Duchamp wrote: 

… The halo of the bride, the sum total of her splendid vibrations; graphically, there is no 
question of symbolizing by grandiose painting this happy goal—the bride’s desire…. In 
this blossoming, the bride reveals herself nude in 2 appearances: the first, that of the 
stripping by the bachelors. The second appearance that voluntary-imaginative one of the 
bride.

165
 

 

                                                
160 Annie Besant and C. W. Leadbeater, Thought-Forms (1901; reprint London and Benares: The 
Theosophical Publishing Society, 1905), 14. 
161 Besant and Leadbeater, Thought-Forms, 19. 
162 Henderson, “Image and Imagination,” 151. 
163 Baker, Artwork Caught by the Tail, 250.  
164 Henderson, “Image and Imagination,” 151. 
165 Marcel Duchamp, “The Green Box,” in The Writings of Marcel Duchamp, eds. Michel Sanouillet and 
Elmer Peterson (1973; reprint, New York: Da Capo, 1989), 42. See Henderson, Duchamp in Context, 90-
91. 
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Linda Henderson has related these “splendid vibrations” to communication via wireless 

telegraphy and radio waves, which, like the workings of the optophone, relied on the invisible 

realms that science was only recently beginning to understand.
166

  

Duchamp’s experimentation with optical illusions gave visible form to the unreliability of 

perception that recent scientific advances suggested. Baker has proposed numerous 

correspondences between Picabia’s mechanical works and Duchamp’s Large Glass; the 

connections between Optophone and Duchamp’s optical works further demonstrate their shared 

interests at this time, among them illusionism and dimensionality.
167

     

Some Picabia scholars have focused on the “target” shape in Optophone and 

contemporaneous works, such as The Spanish Night (1922), as a locus of visual or physical 

aggression.
168

 The concentric circles in Optophone may also be a representation of the five 

circular rows of perforations in the “siren disk” inside the machine that helps to translate light 

into sound. Over twenty years later, Duchamp employed an actual perforated disc in the 

construction of his secret masterpiece, Étant donnés: 1º la chute d’eau, 2º le gaz d’éclairage 

(1946-66).
169

 In the early 1920s, however, the imagery of the siren disk in Picabia’s work would 

                                                
166 Henderson, Duchamp in Context, 104-5, 112-113. Picabia’s Radio Concerts, also in the Dalmau 
exhibition, may also be relevant to the discussion of vibrations in his work. 
167 Baker interprets Picabia’s mechanomorphs in connection with “the thematics and forms of Duchamp’s 
Large Glass,” noting the correspondence in the dates of the Large Glass and Picabia’s mechanical works 
(both run 1915-1923), revealing numerous resonances between titles of Picabia’s works and Duchamp’s 
subjects, and reading the last mechanical paintings as the workings of the Bachelor apparatus, with the 
Dalmau Espagnoles as the Bride. He also discusses the Optophone-esque works Volucelle (c. 1922), 
Chariot (a.k.a. Truck, c. 1922-23, which features a male counterpart to Optophone’s odalisque against a 
vertically striped black and white backdrop), and Conversation I (c. 1922), which I must bypass here. See 
Baker, Artwork Caught by the Tail, 233-286. For the scientific sources of the latter works, see Camfield, 
His Art, 192-195. 
168 Matthew Witkovsky, “Paris,” 359. 
169 See images of the “disque à trous” in Marcel Duchamp, Manual of Instructions, Marcel Duchamp: 
Étant donnés: 1º la chute d’eau, 2º le gaz d’éclairage, revised ed. (Philadelphia: Philadelphia Museum of 
Art, 2009), Duchamp’s pages 6-8. The perforations appear more random than perfectly concentric; light 
from a round fluorescent bulb shining from a hole in a Peek Frean’s biscuit tin through the perforations 
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also have echoed the concentric circles seen in many of Duchamp’s recent optical works, 

beginning with To Be Looked At (from the Other Side of the Glass) with One Eye, Close to, for 

Almost an Hour (1918), a study for The Large Glass (Fig. 26).
170

  

To Be Looked At, a twenty-inch high painting in oil and mirror silver, with lead wire and 

an attached magnifying lens on glass, provides the viewer with a set of instructions for interaction 

with the work, indicating Duchamp’s ongoing concern with the conditions of viewing art and 

control of perspective (later seen in the prescribed viewing conditions of Étant donnés).
171

 The 

nearly hour-long act of looking provides for the spectator a sort of sensory derangement—as the 

magnifying lens inverts the view of the surrounding room—heightened by Duchamp’s use of 

mirror-image and interference patterns.
172

 These optical effects connected Duchamp’s interest in 

the principles of visible light to his fascination with electromagnetic waves, reinforcing the 

tension between visible and invisible, as well as the artist’s distrust of illusionistic perspective, 

themes he explored via the fourth dimension in The Large Glass.  

The concentric circles surrounding the lens in To Be Looked At echo the form of the 

“Zone-plate of Tinfoil on Glass” in Sir Oliver Lodge’s book Signaling Across Space Without 

Wires: The Work of Hertz and His Successors (1900, reprinted 1913), which accompanies a 

                                                                                                                                            
creates the illusion of movement of the waterfall in the background of the Étant donnés tableau. This final 
Duchamp work has also been read as an extension of the themes of The Large Glass, and likewise features 
a reclining nude. The connection between the image of the recumbent nude and the mythological 
connotations of the “siren” disk is likely only coincidental, but worth remarking on. 
170 Anne d’Harnoncourt and Kynaston McShine, eds., Marcel Duchamp (Exh. cat., Philadelphia and New 
York: Philadelphia Museum of Art and Museum of Modern Art, and Munich: Prestel, 1973, 1989), 286-
288. 
171 For more on Duchamp’s control of the viewer’s voyeuristic perspective in Étant donnés, see the chapter 
on the construction of this work in Michael R. Taylor, Marcel Duchamp: Étant donnés (Exh. cat., 
Philadelphia: Philadelphia Museum of Art in association with Yale University Press, 2009), 60-127. 
172 Henderson, Duchamp in Context, 207-208. See also Lars Blunck, Duchamps Präzisionsoptik 
(München: Silke Schreiber, 2008) for a thorough examination of Duchamp’s optical experimentation. 
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discussion of “ordinary optical experiments with Hertz waves.”
173

 A 1920 study for the related 

Oculist Witnesses in The Large Glass adopts a similar circular motif drawn from optician’s eye 

charts used to test for astigmatism, depicting it in perspective.
174

 That same year, Duchamp began 

using motion to activate the “target” motif in a further investigation of optical illusions. His first 

motorized machine, Rotary Glass Plates (Precision Optics, 1920), spun at high speed five narrow 

glass plates of increasing length, which were painted with black and white bands at each end, 

blurring them into the appearance of a single set of continuous concentric circles when viewed 

head-on from a distance of one meter (Fig. 27).
175

 Duchamp also continued the experimentation 

with stereoscopy he had begun in 1918-1919, creating a film with Man Ray.
176

 Each artist filmed 

a rotating disk, emblazoned with a spiral, from a slightly different angle, simultaneously. All but 

a few frames were destroyed in the developing process, but two surviving green and red frames 

suggest that Duchamp intended to demonstrate the possibility of creating the illusion of three-

dimensional depth by combining two flat projections of a moving image.
177

  

Duchamp later commented that he became interested in filmmaking “as a means to 

express [another] dimension.”
178

 These 1920 experiments formed the basis of Duchamp’s 

                                                
173 Henderson, Duchamp in Context, 114-115. 
174 Henderson, Duchamp in Context, 114. Optical charts such as those on which Duchamp drew for the 
motif of the Oculist Witnesses represented a modern, objective approach to medicine, epitomized by the X-
ray. Another such tool was the thermometer, which Duchamp included in his rectified readymade Why Not 
Sneeze Rose Sélavy? in 1921. Picabia replicated the image of a thermometer and once again invoked the 
theme of blindness in another work in the Dalmau show, Thermometer for the Blind. Jimena Canales has 
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diagnosis with objective medicine.” Jimena Canales, A Tenth of a Second: A History, 82. 
175 D’Harnoncourt and McShine, eds., Marcel Duchamp, 293. 
176 Duchamp also experimented with stereoscopic photography in the preparation of Étant donnés and its 
two peepholes. See Michael R. Taylor, “The Genesis, Construction, Installation, and Legacy of a Secret 
Masterwork,” in Taylor, Marcel Duchamp: Étant donnés, 152-154. 
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machine Rotary Demisphere (Precision Optics), of 1925, and his 1926 film, Anémic Cinéma 

(with Man Ray and Marc Allégret), as well as the series of Rotoreliefs, akin to those that had 

appeared in Anémic Cinéma, in 1935 (Fig. 28). Each work activated a spiral or concentric circular 

motif in order to produce the illusion of depth from flatness, three dimensions from two; on the 

curved surface of the Rotary Demisphere Duchamp seems specifically to have been seeking some 

kind of four-dimensional result. Duchamp’s sustained interest in higher dimensionality and the 

related properties of vision and illusionism likely led to his later description of Picabia’s layered 

Transparencies as achieving “a third dimension without the aid of perspective.”
179

 

Thus, in 1922, when Picabia painted Optophone, he was likely aware of the symbolism of 

the optophone machine itself as an extra-sensory apparatus, enabling the blind to “see” via 

augmented vision, as a higher, four-dimensional sight might enable one to do. The coincidental 

resonance of the optophone’s siren disk with the circular motifs of Duchamp’s contemporaneous 

precision optics must have heightened its attraction for Picabia.
180

 Picabia’s layering of circular 

motifs and academic figures in this and related works such as Optophone II (c. 1922-23) and 

Lampe (c. 1923) may then reflect more than “the eroticization of vision” commonly attributed to 

them (Figs. 29 & 30).
181

 Instead, Picabia (like Duchamp) seems to try in Optophone to reconcile 

theories of vision and the invisible with which he had grappled earlier in the 1910s, combining 
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them with his ongoing commitment to the figure, seen in the persistence of the Espagnoles at this 

time. Picabia’s move in the late 1920s to the layered figures of the Transparencies, seen from 

various perspectives and in stark defiance of standard pictorial space, may well represent his 

answer to the conundrum of representation following the fin-de-siècle era of the invisible, a turn 

that makes him all the more unusual among his contemporaries. 

PICABIA SEPARATES FROM DADA 
 

Although the concentric circles of Optophone lend themselves to more nuanced 

interpretation, the cover of Picabia’s Dalmau gallery exhibition did unequivocally bear a target, 

with Picabia’s name forming the crosshairs and “1922” at the center, perhaps alluding to the 

artist’s growing antagonism towards his own milieu (Fig. 31). Often during the early 1920s, 

Picabia found himself at odds not just with Dada—whose strictures he protested as early as 

1921—or other groups, but with the very concept of modernism, which in his view was growing 

increasingly conformist and undermining the individual artist’s self-determination. Instead, as he 

wrote in 1922, he aspired to be “a man who would not be influenced by anyone, who would not 

be preoccupied with modernism or cubism or dadaism; who will not be socialist or communist or 

the contrary; a man who will be himself simply….”182 Picabia’s turn from modernism as a 

movement—seen by others as an inexcusable transgression of this vaunted cause—precipitated 

his departure from Paris to the Riviera in 1925 and his excommunication from avant-garde circles 

thereafter. In 1923 he famously declared, “To make love is not modern, but that is still what I like 

best,” yoking his identity as an artist to a distinctly backwards-looking vision and placing the 
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collective goals of modern art in direct opposition to the individual.183 To Picabia, it seems, 

modernism was a style, not an ideology, which has problematized his reception within art history 

ever since.184  

This rhetoric of anti-“modernism” accompanied a growing defensiveness in relation to 

his figurative and classically inspired style. Picabia was not the only artist to pursue neoclassical 

themes and techniques after the war, but as we have seen, Picabia, so often ahead of his time, had 

begun to draw on neoclassical sources long before Pablo Picasso’s rediscovery of Ingres in 1917 

or Jean Cocteau’s rappel à l’ordre.
185

 After the last gasp of abstraction represented by his 

exhibition at Galeries Dalmau, Picabia reunited with the dealer Danthon, with whom he had first 

shown his impressionist paintings in 1905. His May 1923 exhibition at Danthon’s Galerie 

Haussmann in Paris included more than one hundred works, all figurative: over forty Espagnoles 

and other Spanish subjects, as well as portraits of friends and several impressionist works.  

In the artist’s statement—originally written for the exhibition catalogue, but later dropped 

from the publication—ironically entitled, “Manifesto of Good Taste,” Picabia explained the 

change in his work of late:  

The reason is, in fact, that I think I have done all there was to be done in abstract art, in 
the art of suggestions…. I now believe that painting should evolve towards the 
reproduction of life without thereby lowering itself to the slavish imitation of 
photography. It is my ambition to paint men and women as my esoteric imagination 
dictates and I intend to do a sort of painting which, I hope, will never be described as an 
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“ism,” but simply as a painting by Francis Picabia…capable of pleasing both my 
concierge and the most sophisticated of critics.

186
 

  

Picabia’s reasoned argument echoes the logic of his 1921 defense of both appropriation and 

realism during the Hot Eyes controversy, when he condemned photographic fidelity to nature as 

“monkeying about.”  

Picabia also attempted to transcend both organized movements and judgments of taste, 

perhaps in a rejection of the vaunted aims of the neoclassical rappel à l’ordre. In his essay 

“Thank you, Francis!,” published in Littérature that January, Picabia had criticized the cowardice 

of artists cowed by postwar fervor into “reversing [their] engines,” naming Matisse, Morandi, 

Braque, Picasso, Léger, and Segonzac among the guilty. He concludes, “… People say that Dada 

is the end of romanticism, that I am a clown, and they cry long live classicism which will save the 

pure souls and their ambitions…. However, I do not abandon the hope that nothing is finished 

yet, I am here, and so are several friends who have a love of life, a life we do not know and which 

interests us for that very reason.”
187

  

Picabia’s dedication to the figure—apparent in the Espagnoles and Optophone, but 

present, too, in his Cubist works—though occasionally appropriating classical or neoclassical 

subjects, must be read apart from the academicism promoted by postwar neoclassicism. Liberated 

from the painterly shackles of mimesis, Picabia’s experimental form of figuration eventually led 

to the Transparencies, in which layers of neoclassical imagery functioned as both independent 

and intertwined compositional elements. 
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Picabia’s “Manifesto of Good Taste” was replaced in the Galerie Haussmann exhibition 

catalogue by a rather defensive preface by Picabia’s mistress, Germaine Everling. Everling’s 

essay reveals the contemporary controversy over Picabia’s supposed abandonment of modernist 

values, including abstraction. She explains that between a “Spanish Lady” and a mechanical 

portrait or Dada construction, “I would wager that Francis Picabia sees very little difference. 

Though objectively they are not in the least alike, their appearance is imbued with one and the 

same spirit and, even to the most insensible observer, the umbilical cord that binds them together 

is perfectly perceptible.”
188

 She notes that Picabia had been painting the Espagnoles for twenty-

five years, perhaps to insulate him from the conservatism of the present Ingres revival, and 

concludes bitterly, “After all, if we take a careful look at all those who attacked Francis Picabia 

so violently, need we regret that those attacks were made?”
189

 Indeed, several of his former 

associates lamented that the works shown at Galerie Haussmann were indicative of the 

“conservative spirit of the age,” while some critics gave Picabia their first favorable reviews of 

his work.190  

Camfield notes that Breton was distressed by the exhibition at Danthon’s, so perhaps 

Picabia’s defense of the Espagnoles, published in an unknown newspaper just after the 

exhibition, had a specific audience in mind.
191

 For the first time, Picabia leapt to defend his 

figurative work as part and parcel of his independence as an artist from any movement: “… I find 

these women beautiful, and not having any ‘specialty’ as a painter…I do not fear compromising 

myself with them vis-à-vis the elite, no more than I’m afraid to compromise myself, in other 
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circumstances, vis-à-vis imbeciles!”192 The elite that he antagonized with his increasingly anti-

modern statements, however, was no longer the bourgeoisie, but rather the avant-garde circles of 

which he was a part. 

The tenuousness of Picabia and Breton’s relationship at that point is exemplified the 

bracketing of their collaboration on Littérature between 1922 and 1924 by attacks on Dada and 

proto-Surrealism in Picabia’s own 391. Picabia placed his magazine on hiatus after his harshly 

critical Le Pilhou-Thibou issue (no. 15) in July 1921 and returned with number sixteen only in 

May 1924. Picabia had taken jabs at Breton throughout their collaboration, including perhaps his 

submission of Animal Trainer (1923), to the 1923 Salon d’Automne. Some scholars have 

interpreted this image of a silhouetted male figure attempting to tame playing dogs, forward-dated 

to July 5, 1937, as a critique of Breton’s demagoguery and modernism’s aimless hurtling 

forward.
193

 May 1924, however, was the breaking point in their friendship, as Picabia lashed out 

against Breton’s most recent attempts to coalesce a new group.
194

 Picabia provocatively 

announced that 391 would reappear and that it would be “consecrated to Surrealism.”
195

  

Issue sixteen of 391 included several attacks on Breton’s circle, including Picabia’s 

drawing Breton and Initiate at the Cup of Rimbaud (1924), in which Breton forces the hand of the 

swooning muse into a chamber pot labeled with the name of Breton’s revered forbearer (Fig. 

32).
196

 Picabia similarly lampooned another Surrealist favorite in an interview that month with the 

Paris-Journal, in which he complained, “I read Lautrémont when I was nineteen and it bores me 
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to talk again about a man whom my friends have discovered twenty-six years later.”
197

 Picabia 

published in number seventeen (June 1924) of 391 the complete text of a scolding letter that 

Breton sent to him in response to his provocations, which Picabia titled “A Letter from My 

Grandfather” and to which he replied only, “When I smoke cigarettes, I’m not in the habit of 

keeping the butts.”
198

 The break was complete; Picabia’s last cover of Littérature appeared in this 

month. In October 1924 the final issue of 391 appeared, in which Picabia announced his new 

movement: Instantanéisme.
199

 Breton also published his “Manifesto of Surrealism” in October 

1924, rejecting nationalism and classical purity in favor of the irrational and the unconscious.
200

 

Picabia moved to Mougins, near Cannes, in the summer of 1925. In December of that year, 

Duchamp wrote to Constantin Brancusi from Monaco, “I saw Francis…He’s far less militant than 

before and seems contented with sunshine and the easy life. It is the best way of telling the 

bastards to go to hell.”
201

  

Picabia’s insistence upon his individual creative evolution was the root of what appeared 

to most to be a stylistic betrayal of the avant-garde in the early 1920s. According to Picabia, “The 

paintings that I make are very much in rapport with my life. They change according to the people 

that I see, the countries that I traverse.”202 This move towards neoclassical themes in his work, 

                                                
197 Francis Picabia, “Chez Francis Picabia,” Paris-Journal (Paris, May 9, 1924): 5, trans. Marc Lowenthal, 
in Picabia, I Am A Beautiful Monster, 306. 
198 “Une Lettre de mon grand-père,” in 391, no. 17 (Paris, June 10, 1924): 4, trans. Marc Lowenthal, in 
Picabia, I Am A Beautiful Monster, 308-309. 
199 391, no. 19 (Paris, October 1924). 
200 André Breton, from “The First Manifesto of Surrealism,” trans. R. Seaver and H. R. Lane, Manifestoes 
of Surrealism (Ann Arbor, MI, 1969), reprinted in Harrison and Wood, eds., Art in Theory, 1900-2000, 
447-453. It should here be noted, however, that, per its name, Surrealism embraced a form of super-realism 
nonetheless rooted in the academy. 
201 Marcel Duchamp, letter to Constantin Brancusi, December 1925, in Selected Correspondence of Marcel 
Duchamp (2000), 153, quoted in Croll-Knight, “Chronology,” 198. 
202 Roger Vitrac, “Francis Picabia, évêque,” Le Journal de peuple (Paris, June 9, 1923): 3, quoted in 
Camfield, His Art, 199. 



 52 

however, could not have been more crucial, either to his contemporaries, who despised the 

adaptation of modern art to more traditional forms, or to an understanding of Picabia’s career that 

will affirm a body of work that lasted twice as long as that for which he is best known. In self-

imposed exile, Picabia continued to paint the Espagnoles and, following a trip to Barcelona in 

summer 1927, he began to superimpose imagery derived from Catalan Romanesque frescoes on 

top of older Espagnoles.
203

 These works were the first of a new series, the Transparencies, which 

found the Spanish women peering out beneath a web of classical and Romanesque references 

(Fig. 33).  

Picabia exhibited works incorporating Catalan imagery and Transparency-style 

Espagnoles in both his November 11-30, 1927 exhibition at Galerie Briant-Robert and his late-

1928 exhibition (October 26-November 15, 1928) at Galerie Théophile Briant in Paris. Following 

these exhibitions, the Cubist art dealer Léonce Rosenberg, whom Picabia had once reviled, 

bought three paintings and commissioned another eight Transparencies to decorate his wife’s 

bedroom.
204

 In addition, Rosenberg became Picabia’s gallerist and one of his closest friends, 

along with Gertrude Stein. The Transparency paintings soon became more confident, as Picabia 

worked at a frenetic pace on wholly new compositions.
205
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The often-overlooked Espagnoles thus form both the literal and the (literally) figurative 

basis of the Transparencies. Moreover, Picabia’s faithful return to the Spanish women throughout 

his Dada years underscores the importance that he placed on creativity not dictated by any one 

movement and on an ability to “switch gears” as an artist’s ultimate creative act. This mutability 

resonated with and inspired Gertrude Stein as she negotiated her newfound celebrity and authorial 

voice following the success of The Autobiography Alice B. Toklas (1933) and is fundamental to 

understanding their friendship in the 1930s.  
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Picabia and Stein in the South of France 

 

“SLACK DAYS”: PICABIA ON THE RIVIERA 
 

The period 1924-1927 was one of profound personal readjustment and social and artistic 

realignment for Picabia. Shortly after the New Year’s Eve performance of his cinematic stage 

production, Cinésketch, on December 31, 1924, Picabia, Germaine Everling, and their son, 

Lorenzo, moved to the Midi, physically removing Picabia from the turbulence of the Parisian art 

world.
206

 After his second break with the avant-garde following his explosive rejection of André 

Breton’s Surrealism, Picabia halted his torrent of published derision of the movement.
207

 Instead, 

he concentrated his energies on the vibrant social life of Cannes and threw himself back into 

painting. “This country which seems…to make some lazy, stimulates me to work,” he wrote to 

Jacques Doucet. “I have more and more pleasure in the resumption of painting.”
208

 In the period 

leading up to and following Picabia’s relocation to Mougins, he pursued three bodies of work 

concurrently: the enduring Espagnoles, a figurative series of paintings now known as the 

Monsters, and a group of collages using materials such as pasta and toothpicks.
209

 The eclecticism 

of his 1924-1927 period was perhaps fostered by his social and artistic isolation; though the 

resulting works are visually disparate, they contained the seeds of Picabia’s next stylistic 

breakthrough, the Transparencies, in 1928.  

The “monster” works are typified by distorted and garish figures rendered in bold colors 

of Ripolin paint that obscure their sentimental subjects: embracing couples and women posing 
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with parasols, many based on popular postcard images.
210

 As the series matured, however, 

Picabia’s taste for appropriation turned from kitsch toward sources from the history of art, 

including photographic reproductions of works by Dürer, Michelangelo, Titian, and Paolo 

Veronese.
211

 For example, The Three Graces (1924-27) distorts its apparent source, Peter Paul 

Ruben’s 1638-40 painting of the same title (Museo del Prado, Madrid), transforming the fleshy 

and alluring figures of Ruben’s work into menacing, multi-eyed harpies on a beach (Fig. 34).
212

 

Picabia’s paintings, like Picasso’s 1925 work, The Three Dancers (Tate, London), irreverently 

divorces its classical subject matter from traditional techniques of representation, devaluing the 

attendant notions of beauty and order and taking classical themes as a language to be translated 

into whatever mode the artist preferred.
213

 The removal of moral content from images of 

mythological and Biblical subjects was later central to Picabia’s Transparencies, which 

recontextualized their quotations from art historical sources with little regard for symbolic or 

narrative content.
214
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Picabia’s 1927 visit to Barcelona and the resulting imagery drawn from the Catalan 

Romanesque frescoes that he saw there fueled his next formal step towards the Transparencies.
215

 

Motifs such as the seven-eyed Apocalyptic Lamb appeared in Monster paintings such as Mystical 

Lamb and Kiss (1927), and, as mentioned previously, were layered over existing Espagnoles, 

creating a conjunction of cultures, eras, and styles prescient of the disjunctive borrowings of the 

Transparencies.216 Picabia also began to experiment with transparency by incorporating 

cellophane into collages such as The Shadow (c. 1928, Fig. 35).
217

  

Picabia’s appropriation and repurposing of imagery from the past—putting classical 

motifs to modern use—found its apotheosis the following year in the Transparencies. His 

distortions of his sources became less monstrous and more focused on a denial of painterly 

illusionism through a highly original, layered compositional technique. In works from this series, 

such as an early example in gouache, Jesus and the Dolphin (c. 1928), he stripped away much of 

the lifelike modeling and the sense of receding space on which Renaissance painting prided itself 

(Fig. 36). Picabia reduced figures to outlines, or imprisoned their flattened forms beneath layers 

of contour drawings. He selected and recombined figures from disparate sources—vacant-eyed 

antique statues and Renaissance and Baroque masterworks—placing them in ambiguous contact 

with each other.
218

 The variety of scales, perspectives, and possible narratives in any one 
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Transparency painting heighten the sense of disharmony just beyond the soothing colors and 

graceful contours that give the works their immediate beauty. While Picabia’s subject matter 

suggests rappel à l’ordre neoclassicism, the disjunctive or dreamlike qualities of the 

Transparencies echo certain aspects of Surrealism. In reality, Picabia embraced neither.      

Picabia’s growing interest in imagery drawn from the art of the past accompanied his 

return to contrarian’s rhetoric, this time with an emphasis on the antique, but still insisting upon 

his individuality. In January 1927 Picabia reclaimed his title as the avant-garde’s principal 

antagonist with the publication of “Cold Light,” written in December 1926.
219

 The conservative 

viewpoint of the value of “true art” that Picabia espouses in this and contemporary writing has 

perhaps skewed the reception of the Transparencies and led them to be linked to the postwar 

movement towards classicism.
220

 However, his essays from the late 1920s reveal more about 

Picabia’s fraught relationship with Breton’s Surrealism and his Nietzschean commitment to 

individual vision than a fervent commitment to neoclassical ideals.
221

 Picabia was quick to 

denounce the Communism then gaining popularity among the Parisian vanguard, particularly 

after Surrealist leaders Breton and Louis Aragon joined the French Communist party in 1927.
222
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Nevertheless, this rejection of leftist politics seems more related to Picabia’s primary concern 

with individualism—his “wolf’s soul”—than deep-seated political beliefs.223  

Picabia voiced his defiance in no uncertain terms in his article “Picabia Versus Dada, or 

the Return to Reason,” published in March 1927.224 The text is a scathing evisceration of the 

“absolute reign of the ersatz” that Picabia saw as the outcome of the commercialization of avant-

garde art and art’s aimless hurtling forward, leading to a vulgarization of taste.
225

 While there is 

speculation that the title is not Picabia’s, “Picabia versus Dada” takes up themes of quality, 

beauty, and truth not inconsistent with those of the rappel à l’ordre:226 

Art cannot be democratic: do you think that the worker, who knows what democracy is, 
wants a democratic mug to decorate his bedroom? No! He dreams of beautiful women, of 
Versailles, honor and property. One must indeed aim at something higher than oneself, 
otherwise what good would effort be, and without effort, how establish a selection?227 
 

Versailles, the baroque embodiment of bourgeois taste, would never have been a Dadaist’s 

aspiration, and yet Picabia here places it among universally desired people, traits, and things as 

the embodiment of quality. Quality, Picabia argues, could be the era’s salvation: “It must learn to 

discern the true from the false, gold from rolled gold, it must make an effort to look with new 

eyes, it must acquire proper control, outside of all influence, it must relearn what a beautiful form 

and a beautiful conscience are.”228  

                                                
223 Francis Picabia, “Lumière froide,” Le Journal des hivernants (January 1927): 20-21, trans. Marc 
Lowenthal, in Picabia, I Am a Beautiful Monster, 324-325. 
224 Francis Picabia, “Picabia contre Dada ou le retour à la raison,” Comoedia (Paris, 14 March 1927): 1, 
trans. Marc Lowenthal, in Picabia, I Am a Beautiful Monster, 325-327. 
225 Picabia, “Picabia contre Dada,” 326. Sarah Wilson interprets this essay as an attack on the bourgeois 
tastes and overt opulence the artist encountered on the Riviera. Wilson, Accommodations of Desire, 6-8. 
226 Picabia, “Picabia contre Dada,” 327. The essay was originally titled “Rats et Papillons”—a no less 
significant contrast of filth and beauty—and re-titled “Une crise artistique,” before receiving its final title. 
See Picabia, I Am a Beautiful Monster, 325.  
227 Francis Picabia, “Picabia contre Dada,” 325-327. 
228 Francis Picabia, “Picabia contre Dada,” 327. 
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Picabia’s statements incurred the wrath of the socialist newspaper L’Humanité, which 

launched a multi-part attack on Picabia’s ethos and art in its February 1927 issue. Undeterred, and 

perhaps encouraged by their outrage, Picabia answered his critics in the Spring-Summer 1928 

issue of Orbes, in an article entitled “Slack Days.”229 As he had in his early attacks on Dada, 

Picabia asserts the primacy of identity and individuality to an artist, intensifying his critique of 

artistic conformity: “The man who follows the taste of others is an impotent man, a voyeur; it is 

only in a brothel that he will find what he needs to revive his virility!”
230

 He also makes the 

audacious claim that “the École des Beaux-Arts, so disparaged these days, perhaps represents the 

most abstract evolution,” ascribing to its students creative power equal to that of Cubists or 

Dadaists.
231

 

As he wrote “Slack Days,” championing the individual artist’s intuitive practice, Picabia 

was also developing the Transparencies that occupied him until the end of 1932. The bold Ripolin 

paint colors and grotesque figures of the Monster paintings were replaced by the placid gazes of 

Madonnas and goddesses drawn from Renaissance and Baroque images, rendered in soothing, 

even melancholy colors. Enmeshed within layers of sinuous lines, these images are at first 

indecipherable, but slowly reveal disembodied hands, animals, plants, and yet more faces. In spite 

of his traditionalist rhetoric, Picabia increasingly spoke of an “instinct” that surpasses the 

“reason” of the classical revival. “A man who resists his instinct,” he writes, “grows numb to 

become communist, which is to say, reasonable—reasonable like someone sleeping.”
232

 The 

diction of this parting shot indicates not only the artist’s ongoing antipathy towards Communism, 
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but a clear rejection of reason as the stultifying opposite of instinct—the generative force to 

which he referred in his comments on his Transparency paintings. Thus, even as he appeared to 

participate in the 1920s trend towards traditional modes of representation, Picabia insisted upon 

an internal, highly individual drive to work in a figurative mode.  

 Picabia’s dealer, Léonce Rosenberg, however, fully encouraged this emphasis on quality 

and the antique in the artist’s writing and paintings.
233

 As noted earlier, both men overcame 

Picabia’s Dada-era criticism of Rosenberg’s commitment to Cubism, and Rosenberg had become 

Picabia’s dealer and friend in 1928-1929, culminating in the series of eight paintings on panel that 

Rosenberg commissioned for his wife’s bedroom. Their correspondence from the period 1929-

1940 reveals a strong mutual interest in classicism and ideals of grace and beauty that echo the 

sentiments expressed in Rosenberg’s 1920 book Cubisme et tradition.
234

 Though his gallery did 

not withstand the economic Depression of the 1930s, Rosenberg was a strong post-World War I 

supporter of modern artists’ experiments with neoclassicism, including Picasso, Giorgio de 

Chirico, and Fernand Léger, as well as Picabia.
235

 Of these four, Picabia, Léger, and de Chirico, 

as well as artists including August Herbin, Jean Metzinger, and Amédée Ozenfant, created works 

for Rosenberg’s new flat on the rue de Longchamp. Rosenberg highlighted a single artist in each 
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room, coordinating the artworks with the antique furniture, producing an aesthetic statement and 

gaining publicity for the re-launch of his gallery, L’Effort Moderne.
236

   

The eight works that Picabia executed for Madame Rosenberg’s bedroom reflect the self-

confidence that the commission inspired in the artist.
237

 The sharp contrasts between layers that 

typified the early Transparencies have been refined in works from the Rosenberg suite, such as 

Pavonia (1929), their contours harmonized into a wholly new composition that makes it even 

more difficult to “untangle” their imagery (Fig. 37). Pierre has revealed that the titles of many of 

the Transparencies, including all of the Rosenberg panels, were derived from the zoological 

names of butterflies that Picabia found in his copy of Paul Girod’s Atlas de poche des papillons 

de France, Suisse et Belgique (1912).
238

 This helps to explain some of the more cryptic titles in 

the series and the disconnect between many of Picabia’s source images and the paintings’ 

supposed mythological references; however, it further complicates the interpretation of the works 

based on their titles alone.  

In these paintings, Picabia seems to reduce antiquity to a series of images, or artistic 

fodder, denying the heroic classical spirit sought by many of his contemporaries.
239

 Sara Cochran 

writes that the Transparencies skewer over-investment in ideas of the past—revealing it to be 

only an abstraction, a moment—and flatten the distinctions between modernism and antiquity. 

Simultaneously, Cochran sees in the works a “self-consciously transgressive” commentary on the 

inherent flaw of modernism: “no movement predicated on the idea of the present can perpetuate 

                                                
236 The apartment exhibition opened on June 15, 1929. Sara Cochran notes that Rosenberg’s gambit was 
largely unsuccessful. Sara Cochran, “An Alternative Classicism: Picabia With and Against Picasso and de 
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itself indefinitely.”
240

 Picabia’s tormented relationship to the avant-garde and his attempt to 

negotiate his own history as a modernist with the history of artistic creation placed the 

Transparencies at the center of his quest for individual artistic agency.   

PICABIA AND GERTRUDE STEIN: CONTINUOUSLY PRESENT 
 

Inhabiting Alice Toklas’s voice, Gertrude Stein recalled in her Autobiography of Alice B. 

Toklas that, though she had not taken to Picabia upon their first meeting twenty years earlier, 

“oddly enough in this last year they have gotten to be very fond of each other. She is very much 

interested in his drawing and in his painting. It began with his show just a year ago. She is now 

convinced that although he has in a sense not a painter’s gift he has an idea that has been and will 

be of immense value to all time.”
241

 Scholars have focused on the summer 1932 reintroduction of 

Stein and Picabia by Sir Francis Rose—then one of Stein’s favorite painters—while Stein and her 

partner, Toklas, were staying at Rose’s house in Mougins, near Picabia’s Château de Mai.
242

 

Rose, a “follower of Picabia,” according to Stein, may certainly have encouraged the reunion of 

the painter and the poetess, but Stein’s reference to “his show just a year ago” suggests that she 

saw Picabia’s work before the summer 1932 meeting in Mougins.
243

  

Stein states in her 1937 book, Everybody’s Autobiography, that she wrote Alice B. Toklas 

over six weeks in October-November 1932, but Stein scholar Ulla Dydo speculates that she may 
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have begun writing the book as early as spring 1932.
244

 Though Stein does not identify the 

exhibition that she saw, Picabia had only one solo exhibition in the year preceding Stein’s writing 

of Alice B. Toklas: a November 10-25, 1931 show at Galerie Georges Bernheim in Paris.
245

 

Alternatively, Stein may have seen Picabia’s December 9-31, 1930 retrospective exhibition 

Francis Picabia: Trente ans de peinture at Léonce Rosenberg’s Paris gallery, and slightly 

manipulated the exhibition date in her recollection.
246

 Picabia sent Stein a friendly letter early in 

1931, perhaps responding to a note she sent upon seeing the retrospective at Rosenberg’s.247 Stein 

and Picabia grew very close over the next decade, regularly visiting with each other in Mougins 

and at Stein and Toklas’s house in Bilignin, and continued their correspondence until Stein’s 

death in 1946; these letters have provided scholars with vital biographical information on Picabia 

in the 1930s.
248

 Nevertheless, Stein’s pinpointing in Alice B. Toklas of an exhibition as the 

beginning of their friendship warrants closer examination. Her statement suggests that it was 
                                                
244 Ulla E. Dydo, “‘Stanzas in Meditation’: The Other Autobiography,” Chicago Review 35, No. 2 (Winter, 
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Picabia’s art to which she initially responded in the early 1930s, not his celebrated personality or 

their shared interest in cars and dogs. Picabia’s most recent paintings at this pivotal moment were 

the Transparencies. 

The Rosenberg and Bernheim exhibitions showcased the evolution of the Transparencies 

at the end of the 1920s and the beginning of the 1930s. More than half of the sixty-two works 

shown at Léonce Rosenberg’s gallery dated from 1928-1930. These included five of the panels 

that Picabia painted for Madame Rosenberg’s bedroom, such as Salicis, Rubi, and Myrtil (all c. 

1928-1929), which exemplified the masterful interweaving of contours through which Picabia 

was able to build complex, yet airy compositions, marking the breakthrough years of the 

Transparencies (Fig. 38 & 39). The fifty-one paintings in the Georges Bernheim exhibition, such 

as Melibée (c. 1931), Salomé (c. 1930), and Otaïti (1930), exhibit the darker and more 

claustrophobic mature Transparency style, often accompanied by a deliberately antiqued patina 

(Figs. 40 & 41).
249

 Stein’s strong response to the Transparencies—after twenty years of 

indifference to Picabia’s work—may perhaps stem from two sources: her identification of 

stylistic parallels between the Transparencies and her own writing, and her recognition in Picabia 

of a masterful ability to shift between styles and to find in the Transparencies a formal 

reconciliation of both his figurative tendencies and experimental impulses.  

Both were crucial to Stein in the early 1930s as she began to redefine her writing style 

and her public persona through her first bestseller, The Autobiography of Alice B. Toklas. This 

book was a stark departure from the hermetic, highly abstract explorations of language—typified 

by the impenetrable The Making of Americans—that had occupied her for the last twenty years. In 

Alice B. Toklas, which charted Stein’s career through her partner’s voice from 1903 to 1932, 

                                                
249 Borràs, Picabia, 341. 



 65 

Stein adopted a clearer prose style that brought her greater public acclaim.
250

 Ulla Dydo identifies 

Alice B. Toklas as the fulcrum in Stein’s turn from experimental word meditations to what Stein 

termed “audience writing,” which Dydo charges highlighted Stein’s personality at the expense of 

innovation.251 The success of this book, Dydo argues, created a demand for a voice that was not 

Stein’s own, but rather that of Toklas, whom she impersonates as narrator of the 

“autobiography.”252 Dydo characterizes the origins of the Autobiography as a “growing need for 

success and fame.” This view, however, removes Stein’s agency in having written such a book in 

the first place and ignores the experimental choices that she did make in its composition.  

An examination of Stein’s writing on Picabia—both mentions of his work and their 

relationship in her two “autobiographies” as well as the two markedly different prefaces she 

composed for his exhibition brochures in 1932 and 1934—illuminates her understanding of the 

Transparencies and her own work; it also prompts deeper consideration of the series’ connections 

to Picabia’s past work and that which came after it. Stein’s commentary on Picabia’s work in 

Stanzas in Meditation (written summer 1932, published posthumously in 1956), The 

Autobiography of Alice B. Toklas, the preface to Picabia’s 1934 Valentine Gallery exhibition, and 

Everybody’s Autobiography reveal her support for the painter at a time when he was both 

physically and intellectually isolated from the Parisian avant-garde. Stein also articulates 

Picabia’s impact on her own thinking about her writing at a crucial turning point in her career and 

illuminates the shared artistic concerns that brought them together.  

                                                
250 Stein scholar Ulla Dydo is fairly unforgiving of this change in Stein’s work. She writes, “Nothing in the 
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Though the usefulness of the term “literary cubism” as an analogy for Stein’s work 

remains a subject of debate, Stein did state openly the impact of artworks on her writing.
253

 In a 

noteworthy passage in Alice B. Toklas, Stein describes her contemplation of the tension between 

the finished and the unfinished in Paul Cézanne’s portrait of a woman while composing Three 

Lives (1909): “It was an important purchase because in looking and looking at this picture 

Gertrude Stein wrote Three Lives. She had begun not long before as an exercise in literature to 

translate Flaubert’s Trois Contes and then she had this Cézanne and she looked at it and under its 

stimulus she wrote Three Lives.”
254

 Later, she stated of Picasso, “I was alone at this time in 

understanding him, perhaps because I was expressing the same thing in literature.”
255

  

Stein attributes no such influence to Picabia, even noting that he “does not have a 

painter’s gift,” yet on several occasions she discusses his work in conjunction with her own.
256

 

Particularly in Alice B. Toklas, written the year before Picabia began to transition from the 

ethereal Transparencies to hard-lined, single-layer figuration, Stein seems to see in the 

Transparencies certain key formal similarities to her writing techniques: a commitment to the 

human “figure,” an interest in flattened compositions (achieved via layering and spatial or 

temporal manipulation), and experimentation with authorial identity. Each had played a major 
                                                
253 See Wendy Steiner, “Literary Cubism: The Limits of the Analogy,” in Exact Resemblance to Exact 
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role in her previous texts, and she was now attempting to adapt them to a more accessible prose 

style. Picabia’s sampling of a variety of styles throughout his career, before arriving at the 

resolution of previous concerns in the Transparencies—perhaps related to his “idea that has been 

and will be of immense value to all time”—seems to have resonated particularly with what Stein 

identified as tensions between inner and outer in her work at the outset of the 1930s.   

Stein, though an early and ardent supporter of Cubist deformation and experimentation 

with notions of reality, never developed a passion for purely abstract art.
257

 Instead—and 

increasingly in the 1930s—she preferred painterly figurative work, like that of Francis Rose and 

other neo-romantics, whose work she first encountered at Galerie Druet in the winter of 1926.
258

 

Some scholars see in Stein’s collecting throughout the 1930s a marked decline in passion after the 

revolutionary years of Cubism, suggesting that she was more focused on writing and treated art 

collecting as a “relief,” not a vocation in itself.
259

 This corresponds to a widespread lack of 

scholarly esteem for much of her work at this time, but it is essential to recall that both during and 

after her “Cubist” prewar years, Stein maintained a commitment to the human subject through her 

creation of literary portraits. These portraits vary stylistically from the 1909 literary portraits of 

Picasso and Matisse, which clearly defined their subjects as highly influential creators, to the 

1923 portraits of Cézanne and Picasso, which seem upon first reading to have little to do with the 

artists or their work. Each portrait sought to define its subject without the use of narrative or 
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dialogue; writing them, Stein recalled, “made me realize what poetry really is.”
260

 Stein 

introduces Picabia in Alice B. Toklas as grappling with similar issues in depicting the human 

figure. Picabia returned to his Espagnoles throughout his career, even as he abstracted (Star 

Dancer on a Transatlantic Liner, 1913, Fig. 9) and mechanized (Voilà Haviland, 1915, Fig. 13) 

the subjects of his portraits, and he focused almost entirely on the human form for the last three 

decades of his life, including the Transparencies.  

Picabia’s figuration, in Stein’s telling, is closely related to her own struggles with human 

representation. In Toklas’s voice, she describes the shift that took place in her work prior to the 

publication of Tender Buttons in June 1914. In doing so, she elides her compositional struggles 

with those of the painter: 

She says hitherto she had been interested only in the insides of people, their character and 
what went on inside them, it was during that summer that she first felt a desire to express 
the rhythm of the visible world.  

It was a long tormenting process, she looked, listened and described. She always was, she 
always is, tormented by the problem of the external and the internal. One of the things 
that always worries her about painting is the difficulty that the artist feels and which 
sends him to painting still lifes, that after all the human being essentially is not paintable. 
Once again and very recently she has thought that a painter has added something to the 
solution of this problem. She is interested in Picabia in whom hitherto she has never been 
interested because he at least knows that if you do not solve your painting problem in 
painting human beings you do not solve it at all.

261
 

 

Here, Stein seems to identify the Transparencies as achieving the same effect of “mixing the 

outside with the inside” that she subsequently developed in her own work; Picabia represents the 
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human figure while suggesting both its physical interior (through transparency) as well as shifting 

states of consciousness (via overlapping).
262

 Steven Meyer reads Stein’s statement as evidence of 

the tension that she perceived between “consciousness as well as content” in the human being, a 

dualism which defies both traditional narrative and traditional representation.
263

 Both she and 

Picabia, Stein suggests, are facing the same problem—“the human being essentially is not 

paintable”—and both address the problem head-on through formal innovation. Picabia does so by 

painting the human form in a variety of modes throughout the late 1920s, 1930s, and 1940s, while 

Stein tests authorial identity and narrative accessibility, painting a picture of herself in two 

biographies that also provide significant insight into her and Picabia’s friendship and ideas.  

Stein remained an advocate for Picabia’s figuration throughout the 1930s and early 

1940s. Recalling her defense of Picabia’s work to the selection committee for the 1937 Petit 

Palais “Masters of Independent Art” exhibition, Stein writes, “he is too cerebral they said, ah yes 

I said abstract painting is all right, oh yes they said, but to be cerebral and not abstract that is 

wrong I said oh yes they said, I found it all very interesting.”264 Stein saw in Picabia’s continued 

grappling with the human form a level of intellectual engagement not immediately apparent to 

others or present in contemporary paintings; for instance, she differentiates Picabia’s paintings 

from works by Bonnard and Segonzac in the same exhibition. Bonnard and Segonzac’s paintings, 

she writes, are both “in what they call the tradition and the tradition is naturally easy enough to 

like so that in liking it there is no strain.”
265

 Stein esteemed the challenge that Picabia’s figuration 

both represented in its making and presented to the viewer. 

                                                
262 Stein, Alice B. Toklas, 156. 
263 Meyer, Irresistible Dictation, 233. 
264 Stein, Everybody’s Autobiography, 313. 
265 Stein, Everybody’s Autobiography, 313. 



 70 

Stein’s concern with the “insides of people” and “the rhythm of the visible world” 

resurfaces in a passage that is perhaps her most rich, but enigmatic, commentary on Picabia’s 

recent work in Alice B. Toklas (and is thus worth quoting at length): 

Picabia has conceived and is struggling with the problem that a line should have the 
vibration of a musical sound and that this vibration should be the result of conceiving the 
human form and the human face in so tenuous a fashion that it would induce such 
vibration in the line forming it. It is his way of achieving the disembodied. It was this 
idea that conceived mathematically influenced Marcel Duchamp and produced his The 
Nude Descending the Staircase. 

All his life Picabia has struggled to dominate and achieve this conception. Gertrude Stein 
thinks that perhaps he is now approaching the solution of his problem.266 
 

After a brief critique of the Surrealists’ reliance on the unconscious, she continues: 

He who is going to be the creator of the vibrant line knows that it is not yet created and if 
it were it would not exist by itself, it would be dependent upon the emotion of the object 
which compels vibration. So much for the creator and his followers. 

Gertrude Stein, in her work, has always been possessed by the intellectual passion for 
exactitude in the description of inner and outer reality. She has produced a simplification 
by this concentration, and as a result the destruction of associational emotion in poetry 
and prose.”267 
  

I will discuss the implications of Stein’s vibratory imagery and the binary of inside and outside in 

relation to the Transparencies and the fourth dimension shortly. Here, however, Stein’s close 

linking of the vibration of the lines used to depict the human form with her own “destruction of 

associational emotion” provides the opportunity for greater discussion of the formal elements of 

both the painter’s and the writer’s work. Cécile Debray notes that this passage reveals the source 

of Stein’s interest in the Transparencies in relation to her own work, as she sees in them “a 

mixture of mimetic representation and elements of structure and syntax based on line, which 
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together brought painting back into an ambiguous relationship to figuration.”
268

 The elements 

Debray identifies and Picabia’s divorce of figures in the Transparencies from clear narrative, 

spatial, or temporal contexts through linear reduction and layering generate the tenuousness of 

form and the vibration of the line that Stein identifies. The compositional flattening that occurs as 

a result of Picabia’s denial of perspective and his layering and merging of images may have 

recalled for Stein the flattening of emotion and time achieved in her own writing through similar 

techniques.
269

 

That Stein’s characteristic prose style approximates the overall visual impact of the 

Transparencies may be one reason for her particular interest in these works. As the critical duo 

Inter Alia (Dave Beech and Mark Hutchinson) have pointed out, the difficulty of interpretation of 

the Transparencies—beyond the works’ confounding of reference and allusion—is largely related 

to the structural character of the paintings.270 The overlapping and interweaving lines of 

Transparency paintings such as Mi (1929) or Bahia (1931) create an initial impression of 

indecipherable chaos obscuring their subjects (Figs. 42 & 43). Like Stein’s hallmark 

“insistence”—a form of repetition with slight variation—they reveal themselves with sustained 

looking (or reading).
271

 Stein, like Picabia in his Transparencies, was more interested in the 

overall effect of a composition rather than its disparate elements, creating what Dydo calls a 

                                                
268 Debray, “Picasso to Picabia,” 236. 
269 This passage has been cited in the major publications on Picabia by William Camfield and Maria Lluïsa 
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Art, 246; Borràs, Picabia, 380.  
270 Inter Alia (Dave Beech and Mark Hutchinson), “Francis Picabia: Another Failure to Interpret the 
Work,” in Art Has No History!: The Making and Unmaking of Modern Art, ed. John Roberts (London & 
New York: Verso, 1994), 58-59. 
271 This definition of insistence is imperfect; Stein differentiated between “repetition” and “insistence,” 
favoring the latter, in her 1936 lecture, “Portraits and Repetition.” Stein, “Portraits and Repetition,” 287-
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“verbal maze.”
272

 Just as Picabia precluded privileging any one layer of his Transparency 

paintings above another by denying a sense of perspective, so Stein attempted to create a 

language without hierarchy.
273

  

In “Portraits and Repetition,” one of the lectures Stein gave on her 1934-35 American 

tour following the success of Alice B. Toklas, she attempted to describe her use of repetition 

throughout her career. She provided a demonstration of the technique in the course of her 

explanation:  

… Every time one of the hundreds of times a newspaper man makes fun of my writing 
and of my repetition he always has the same theme, always having the same theme, that 
is, if you like, repetition, that is if you like the repeating that is the same thing, but once 
started expressing this thing, expressing any thing there can be no repetition because the 
essence of that expression is insistence….

274
 

 

Precise repetition with the same emphasis in each iteration, Stein claimed, was impossible. 

Rather, “insistence” was both a more accurate term and a more revealing technique. The slight 

variations in a person’s repeated words or phrases, Stein believed, could unveil what Wendy 

Steiner calls the “rhythm of a personality.”
275

 In the course of writing The Making of Americans, 

however, Stein realized that this gradual accretion of observations of a personality implied a 

timeline that was artificial; as a writer, she held a single, unified conception of a personality as a 

whole, not a sequence, at the time of composition.
276

 Flattening the temporal distinctions between 

each repeated word or phrase would produce a more truthful composition, in which, Wendy 
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Steiner writes, “the sense of time in thought as a rhythm of relations becomes in the continuous 

present a series of self-contained nows.”
277

 

Stein’s use of the “continuous present” therefore often worked hand-in-hand with 

insistence. In works such as 1909’s Three Lives, insistence has the further effect of causing a time 

slippage that marked important moments, themes, or characteristics. Stein’s use of insistence 

creates a stasis within the narrative that defies forward linear progression: “The effect of this 

stuttering prose is to flatten out temporal distinctions and create an impression that all action 

occurred in a continuous present,” Stephen Kern writes.278 In her 1926 lecture, “Composition as 

Explanation,” Stein proposed the continuous present she employed in Three Lives as the solution 

to an unnamed, but distinctly twentieth century dilemma: “A composition of a prolonged present 

is a natural composition in the world as it has been these thirty years it was more and more a 

prolonged present.”279 At the lecture’s close, however, Stein reflects on the impact of the war on 

contemporary composition, giving a hint of the shift towards more concrete language that typified 

her work in the coming years:  

… And now after that there is no more of that in other words there is peace and 
something comes then and it follows coming then…. Distribution is interesting and 
equilibration is interesting when a continuous present and a beginning again and again 
and using everything and everything alike and everything naturally simply different has 
been done. After all this, there is that, there has been that there is a composition and that 
nothing changes except composition the composition and the time of and the time in the 
composition.280 
 

                                                
277 Steiner, Exact Resemblance, 50. See also Steiner’s contrasting of Stein’s “continuous present” with 
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“Distribution” and “equilibration” have yet to be explored as Steinian techniques, but her 

statement reflects her ongoing pursuit of new forms and terminology, recognizing that times in 

and around the composition will always change. This suggests that her autobiographies in the 

1930s should not be viewed as a break with or betrayal of Stein’s earlier work. Rather, as I have 

proposed regarding the Transparencies and Picabia’s oeuvre, Stein’s “audience writing” 

represents a revision and extension of previous concerns in a new format.  

Alice B. Toklas presents a rapid succession of star-studded anecdotes from Stein and 

Toklas’s life together. Instead of using a linear narrative structure to clearly mark the meaningful 

moments in her life, Stein compresses time, playing fast and loose with the dates of events in her 

story. The book’s second chapter, “My Arrival in Paris,” collapses five defining moments of 

modernity into one year (the events’ actual dates are given in brackets):
281

 

This was the year 1907. Gertrude Stein was just seeing through the press Three Lives 
which she was having privately printed [written 1904-06, published 1909], and she was 
deep in The Making of Americans, her thousand page book [written 1906-08, published 
1925]. Picasso had just finished his portrait of her [1906 (The Metropolitan Museum of 
Art)]…which is now so famous, and he had just begun his strange complicated picture of 
three women [Three Women, 1908 (State Hermitage Museum, St. Petersburg)]. Matisse 
had just finished his Bonheur de Vivre [1906 (Barnes Foundation, Philadelphia)], his first 
big composition…. It was the moment Max Jacob has since called the heroic age of 
cubism.282 
  

This fragmentation and reassembling of time serves a definite narrative purpose, George Wickes 

points out: “To bring Alice B. Toklas on at a climactic moment, the events of three or four years 

are concentrated into one.”283 The composite, “heroic,” effect of these discrete moments thus 

becomes the narrative’s focus. Stein first felt the importance of this type of holistic composition 
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while meditating on Cézanne’s Portrait of Madame Cézanne, which she and her brother Leo 

acquired in 1904. She later stated, “Cézanne…gave me a new feeling about composition…it was 

not solely the realism of the characters but the realism of the composition which was the 

important thing…. This…had not been conceived as a reality until I came along, but I got it 

largely from Cézanne.”284 Stein’s task, a distinctly twentieth-century challenge, was to represent 

reality in her writing as it was perceived visually—uniformly, without distinction in significance 

of its elements. Thus, the overall impact of a composition was equally as important as any single 

word or idea.
285

  

Cézanne’s engagement with perception likewise affected the Cubists, and their rejection 

of linear perspective occurred at the same time as Stein’s initial compositional flattenings. The 

Cubist abandonment of perspectival space was informed initially by Cézanne’s volumetric 

compositions and African art and later enhanced by ideas about a geometrical fourth dimension 

supported by a Puteaux circle intimate, the insurance actuary Maurice Princet.
286

 In this milieu, 

Picabia created works such as Dances at the Spring II (1912), in which the dancing figures blend 

with their mountainous background in a vertical pile of blocky facets rising up the picture plane 

(Fig. 5). Nearly twenty years later, in Bahia, Picabia alludes to an architectural setting with a 

glimpse of fluted columns at the painting’s center, but denies any sense of spatial recession by 

layering numerous delicately rendered figures and faces on the painting’s surface (Fig. 43). 

Moreover, the multiplicity of perspectives in the painting—we see the figures’ faces from below, 

head-on, and slightly above them—derives solely from the variety of the artist’s sources, and 
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confounds any fixed point of view. Picabia has managed in the Transparencies to redefine the 

space of his paintings through formal innovation without losing the human form. Just as Stein 

deployed the continuous present to make transparent the writer’s total knowledge of a subject at 

the time of composition, Picabia’s Transparencies reject the artifice of illusionism. 

Stein discusses the origins of The Autobiography of Alice B. Toklas at the end of her 

lecture “Portraits and Repetition.” Following the several years of excitement that accompanied 

her ability to isolate and write something that was “more vibrant” than anything she “saw or said 

or heard, or if you like felt” in Four Saints in Three Acts (1927), Stein says, “slowly I got a little 

tired…and one day then I began to write the Autobiography of Alice B. Toklas.”287 Stein 

emphasizes that Autobiography was a completely different exercise than her previous writing, but 

no less fulfilling:  

… For the first time in writing, I felt something outside me while I was writing, hitherto I 
had always had nothing but what was inside me while I was writing…. I had been going 
to hear Bernard Fay lecture about Franco-American things and I had become interested in 
the relation of a lecturer to his audience…. Now I suddenly began, to feel the outside 
inside and the inside outside and it was perhaps not so exciting but it was very 
interesting.288 
 

Her thinking about the relation of the lecturer or author to his or her audience seems to have 

prompted Stein to conceive of herself as a subject. In the novel, Stein imitates not only Toklas’s 

voice, discussing herself in third person, but also her thought patterns and the progression by 

which she came to know Stein.
289

 Stein’s narrative technique echoes that which she employed in 

“The Good Anna” in Three Lives (1909), in which she replicated the stilted English of the story’s 
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protagonist. Autobiography, however presents a more complicated question of authorial identity 

than do previous works, even as it presents its characters and events with greater clarity.  

One of the novel’s most famous anecdotes is Toklas’s recounting of Picasso’s painting of 

his 1905-1906 Portrait of Gertrude Stein: 

Spring was coming and the sittings were coming to an end. All of a sudden one day 
Picasso painted out the whole head. I can’t see you any longer when I look, he said 
irritably. And so the picture was left like that…. The day he returned from Spain Picasso 
sat down and out of his head painted the head in without having seen Gertrude Stein 
again. And when she saw it he and she were content. It is very strange but neither can 
remember at all what the head looked like when he painted it out.290  
 

Picasso’s completion of the portrait’s face without Stein’s presence undercuts the authority of 

direct sight as a source of truth in painting—“I can’t see you any longer when I look”—but 

Stein’s absence also problematizes the issues of identity surrounding portraiture, both in painting 

and in literature. More than thirty years after the portrait was completed, Stein reflected on the 

painting in Picasso: “For me, it is I, and it is the only reproduction of me which is always I, for 

me.”291 Stein’s manipulation of object and subject in this quote, her identification with the image 

in spite, or perhaps because of, its non-reliance on what was conventionally considered her true 

appearance, echoes the concerns of identity raised by Stein’s narration in Autobiography. 

The first-person narration in Autobiography is attributed by the book’s title to Alice B. 

Toklas. The narrative style and temporal arrangement mimic Toklas’s ways of speaking and 

thinking, so the “I” is therefore assumed to be Toklas. Stein is always referred to in the third 

person and by her full name, creating a narrative distance between Stein as a character and the 

reader, who assumes that his or her understanding of Stein is being mediated by Toklas. Stein, 

however, wrote the book, and the work is actually more a biography of herself than of Toklas. 
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But can “I,” then, be assumed to refer to Stein? The displacement of “I” as a signifier, its slippage 

within the web of meaning, complicates Autobiography in the very way Stein identified in her 

1936 lecture, “What are Master-pieces and why are there so few of them”: “What can a 

masterpiece be about mostly it is about identity and all it does in being so it must not have 

any.”292 In titling Autobiography as she did, Stein clearly made the book about identity, but she 

went on to confuse the issues of the identity of both the subject and the author of the work.  

The novel’s merging of Stein and Toklas’s perspectives into one plane—Stein narrating 

her own experience through Toklas’s voice—is one of the book’s most disorienting attributes.
293

 

In a further imitation of Toklas, Stein arranges the book’s first four chapters not chronologically 

but rather epistemologically: beginning with “Before I Came to Paris” (before 1907) and “My 

Arrival in Paris” (1907), the book then retraces Stein’s life in Paris before Toklas arrived 

(“Gertrude Stein in Paris, 1903-1907), and her life in the United States (“Gertrude Stein Before 

She Came to Paris”), before moving back to Stein and Toklas’s life together beginning in 1907.
294

 

“We seem to come to know Stein as Toklas herself did, beginning with an impression and then 

deepening and extending our knowledge into Stein’s life in the past,” critic Donald Pizer 

writes.295 Through her fragmentation and rearrangement of time, Stein aims in Autobiography to 

give a clear sense of not only the development of modernism in Paris, but also the evolution of 

her relationship with Toklas. Thus, while she does not tell her story in a linear progression, the 

reader gains a deeper or more truthful sense of these crucial themes in Stein’s life; her real-life 
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temporal distance from the episodes she describes allows her to see the composition as a whole 

and rearrange the moments within it to give a sense of that whole to her reader. 

Stein continued to upend the conventions of the autobiography in Everybody’s 

Autobiography, in which she narrates the events of her life since 1932.
296

 Picabia, too, continued 

the appropriation through which he had explored authorial identity since his earliest machine 

works.
297

 His inspired borrowings from the art of the past in the Transparencies reinvigorate 

traditional subject matter and styles. This adaptation of the past to present needs, he writes, 

creates a timeless composition: 

A picture should not belong to any age; it should concentrate on its own needs rather than 
those of an age. It should rise above its age…My evolution? Compare it if you like to that 
of a plant whose strong roots enable it to burst forth into a thousand leaves. I hope that 
fate will permit my evolution to create a flower that I can pick, an offering to add the 
sublime garland that began so many centuries ago.298 
 

Picabia’s emphasis on his evolution and his “strong roots” underscores the value he placed on 

both classical tradition and his own avant-garde identity, and the continuum between them. 

Although contemporary reviews of exhibitions of the Transparency paintings discussed 

the works in the context of cinema, opium visions and the occult, the press willfully ignored both 

Picabia’s quotations from art history and the works’ deliberately antiqued appearance achieved by 

mixing paint colors with a particular varnish.
299

 Although Picabia did not disclose his sources or 

rationale in his selection of images, art historians including Camfield and Borràs have found 
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sources for many of the circa Transparencies in reproductions of Renaissance and Greco-Roman 

art.
300

 As mentioned earlier, many of the 1929 Transparencies derive their imagery from etchings 

depicting Greek and Roman sculpture, often works in the collection of the Naples museum, as 

well as the paintings of Sandro Botticelli. In 1930 Piero della Francesca replaced Botticelli as 

Picabia’s primary source of imagery.
301

 

Picabia does not, however, treat his sources as sacrosanct. In many cases, Picabia’s 

contour drawing reproduction of a Renaissance or Baroque painting distorts the original’s 

classical proportions, as seen in Salomé (c. 1930, Fig. 4). This painting is typical of the less line-

driven Transparencies made in the early 1930s, in which a single line drawing often obscures a 

more naturalistically rendered ground.
302

 The titular dancer occupies most of the composition of 

Salomé. She is darkly outlined, but more modeled and shaded than many figures in the 

Transparencies are; her pointed left toes leading the viewer’s eye to the severed head of John the 

Baptist. The fairly simplified composition permits a sense of an interior view, in which Salomé’s 

two male observers sit at the base of a column in the background. This harmonious and fairly 

traditional composition is overlaid with a large contour drawing of an androgynous, elongated 

face, as large as the figure of Salomé is tall, which partially obscures the underlying composition. 

Camfield traces the origins of the heavy-lidded visage to Botticelli or his school’s The Redeemer 

(c. 1500), an image of Christ crowned with thorns.
303

 In spite of the distortions and disjunctions to 

which he submitted them, Picabia seemed to place genuine store in his sources as an untapped 

well of inspiration: “Many painters want to expose the future. What jokers! The future has only 
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been explored by charlatans and it is the past which remains unexplored….”
304

 The appropriation 

that Picabia defended a decade earlier during the Hot Eyes controversy here acquires the weight 

of history, and the contemporary baggage surrounding it. From “loaded images,” the artist 

challenges himself to make a new form of painting, modern in its concerns, if not its material. 

PICABIA AND STEIN: OUTSIDE IN 
 

Gertrude Stein’s preoccupation with issues of inner and outer realities becomes evident 

upon close examination of her statements already quoted regarding her early work, the origins of 

Alice B. Toklas, and the relation of her own work to Picabia’s Transparencies: 

She always was, she always is, tormented by the problem of the external and the 
internal….

305
 

… For the first time in writing, I felt something outside me while I was writing…I had 
become interested in the relation of a lecturer to his audience…. Now I suddenly began, 
to feel the outside inside and the inside outside….306 

Gertrude Stein, in her work, has always been possessed by the intellectual passion for 
exactitude in the description of inner and outer reality.307 
 

Notions of inner and outer at this time pertain to her compositional attempts to replicate patterns 

of consciousness and vision, rather than simply describing or reporting on people or events, as 

discussed regarding Alice B. Toklas. They also relate to Stein’s self-(re)definition in the early 

1930s—“speaking directly to an audience, presenting herself as a personality who had stood at 
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the forefront of the century’s avant-garde movements in literature and the visual arts,” Bryce 

Conrad writes—while attempting to maintain her established identity as a writer.
308

 

This binary forms a leitmotif in Stein’s writing in the early 1930s, and echoes the tension 

between Picabia’s favorite Dada-era theme—the individual instinct—and the celebration of 

classical tradition that appears in Picabia’s writing at this time. In his surprisingly earnest preface 

for his December 1930 exhibition with Léonce Rosenberg, Picabia wrote: 

I worked for months and years making use of nature, copying it, transposing it. Now it is 
my nature that I copy, that I try to express. I was once feverish over calculated inventions, 
now it is my instinct that guides me…. This third dimension, not made of light and 
shadow, these transparencies with their corner of oubliettes permit me to express for 
myself the resemblance of my interior desires…. I want a painting where all my instincts 
may have a free course.

309
 

 

The statement alludes both to Picabia’s classical schooling and his anti-art “inventions,” 

but states that neither satisfied his deeply personal creative drive. Rather, it is the Transparencies 

that achieve the ideal mixture of tradition and avant-gardism driven by instinct, not any external 

mandate. Nonetheless, their figurative style and appropriation from classical sources represent a 

tie to the outside world, reinterpreted through personal artistic vision. Perhaps Stein’s recognition 

of this accomplishment—the mixture of inner and outer to which she aspired—drove her 

response to the Transparencies and her growing esteem for Picabia. “He understands and invents 

everything,” Stein wrote of Picabia in Alice B. Toklas, comparing him to Leonardo da Vinci.
310

 

Stein certainly noticed the shift in Picabia’s work and celebrated his achievement in the 

Transparencies as an expression of self. In Everybody’s Autobiography, Stein reintroduces 

Picabia, recounting their first meeting in 1913 and their growing friendship throughout the 1930s. 
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As in Alice B. Toklas, Stein recalls her first impressions of Picabia as garrulous and “fatiguing,” 

but emphasizes, “besides that I had not cared for his painting. I did not care for the way it 

resembled Picasso and I did not care for the way it did not resemble him. But now I was 

changing. Perhaps he was changing that however I do not quite believe.”311 Her awakening to 

Picabia’s painting thus hinged on his finding a mode that resembled him—the Transparencies. In 

this way, Stein endorses his rejections of movements—Cubism, Dadaism, Surrealism. She had 

also previously deployed barbs against the Surrealists, whom she deems “the vulgarizers of 

Picabia,” Breton himself, and Tristan Tzara.
312

 Moreover, Stein’s assertion that “Now I was 

changing” reflects her self-awareness, in the face of Picabia’s career-long stylistic shape-shifting 

(exemplified by the Galeries Dalmau exhibition) and evolution towards the Transparencies, of the 

metamorphosis and tensions in her own work. Two short works that Stein composed about 

Picabia in 1932 and 1934 demonstrate her own attempts to “shift gears” between abstract, 

experimental language and her new, more straightforward prose style.  

Stein’s work leading up to this period displays a growing sense of distress regarding her 

career, writes scholar Dydo. Her frustration at her inability to see much of her work published is 

evident in her voice in 1929-31 and her growing interest in the making of history and apparent 

concern for her place in it may have driven Stein to compose Alice B. Toklas.
313

 In Conrad’s 

interpretation, Stein’s publication of the intentionally accessible Alice B. Toklas was meant not 

only to establish her reputation as “the ‘high priestess’ of Cubism,” but also to create a foothold 
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in America for the earlier experimental works for which she felt she should be recognized.
314

 

Thus, in Alice B. Toklas and on her subsequent lecture tour (1934-35), Stein traces the 

development of her writing and explains key compositional techniques such as the continuous 

present.
315

 As a result of her professional anxieties and increasingly split identity, Stein’s writing 

in the early 1930s begins to display dialectical tendencies: meditative, abstract writing, and 

writing in search of an audience.
316

 

In a letter to her literary agent in May 1934, Stein described her bifurcated writing 

practice, differentiating between her “open and public books,” or “audience writing,” and her 

“real kind of books.”
317

 In November of that same year, she contributed a brief introduction to the 

catalogue for Picabia’s exhibition at the Valentine Gallery in New York (November 5-24, 1934) 

(Appendix 2).
318

 The statement reads as a fairly straightforward catalogue preface might: it 

introduces the artist as her friend, retells a story from his past (his grandfather’s pioneering 

interest in photography), and relates it to the present body of work on view in the exhibition. This 

brief essay differs sharply from Stein’s “preface” to Picabia’s exhibition of nearly one hundred 

drawings at Léonce Rosenberg’s gallery only two years earlier (December 1-24, 1932), which 

appeared in the exhibition catalogue in English and with a French translation by Marcel Duchamp 

(Appendix 1).
319

 The poem refers to Picabia only once by name: “This is an introduction to 

                                                
314 Conrad, “American Marketplace,” 224. 
315 Conrad, “American Marketplace,” 228. 
316 Dydo, The Language That Rises, 414. 
317 Dydo, “The Other Autobiography,” 4, 19 n. 2. 
318 Gertrude Stein, “Preface,” Recent Paintings by Francis Picabia (Exh. cat., New York: Valentine 
Gallery, 1934), n.p. See Appendix 2. 
319 Gertrude Stein, “Preface,” Exposition de Dessins par Francis Picabia (Exh. cat., Paris: Chez Léonce 
Rosenberg, 1932), n.p. See Appendix 1. For a critique of Duchamp’s French translation of Stein’s “Picabia 
Stanza,” see Renée Riese Hubert, “Gertrude Stein and the Making of Frenchmen,” SubStance 18, No. 2, 
Issue 59 (1989): 85. 
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Picabia.”
320

 Otherwise, it meanders over two pages, using repetitive, simplistic vocabulary 

without further specific reference to people or events—or art, for that matter. 

Documentation of the Rosenberg and Valentine exhibitions is scant; many of the 

drawings included in the Rosenberg exhibition, such as Volupté, which is illustrated in the 

catalogue but does not appear on the exhibition checklist under that name, were later re-titled 

(Fig. 44). Borràs suggests that many of the works in the 1932 exhibition were earlier studies for 

elements of Transparency paintings.
321

 Similarly, few of the twenty works on the Valentine 

Gallery exhibition checklist are identifiable, apart from Lodolo (1930-31) and Oliras (c. 1931), 

two earlier Transparency paintings, but contemporary reviews discuss elements of 

“surimpressions” in the works on view.
322

 Both the 1932 and 1934 exhibitions took place during a 

period of evolution in the Transparency style. As paintings like Salomé prefigured, Picabia soon 

shifted to a far simpler form of superimposition, in which a lone thinly traced layer obscured a 

darkened single image rendered in a traditional mode, exemplified by the Portrait of Olga Mohler 

(c. 1933) (Fig. 45). Pa (1932), a darker late Transparency that Stein owned, represents this 

transition (Fig. 46).
323

 Stein’s prefaces take widely different approaches to Picabia and his work—

from encoded, nonspecific meditation to prose-form explanation—but both reveal the tensions in 

Stein’s work at this time through her reflection on the Transparencies. 

                                                
320 Stein, “Preface” (1932), n.p. 
321 Borràs, Picabia, 343. See also Camfield, His Art, 243. 
322 Camfield, His Art, 247. 
323 Stein also owned Ida (1932, Fig. 47), a lighter hued but likewise simplified form of later Transparency 
painting. See Bishop, Debray, and Rabinow, eds., The Steins Collect, 427-428, for an inventory of Stein’s 
holdings of Picabia’s work. The late-style Transparencies of circa 1932-33 are sometimes called 
“Superimpositions,” as they depart from the “high Transparencies” in subject matter and style. See 
Camfield, His Art, 246; Borràs, Picabia, 379. This title, while apparently derived from Picabia’s own 
terminology (see his signing addendum to the “Dimensionist Manifesto,” discussed in the next section), is a 
somewhat unnecessary distinction for the purposes of this thesis. Picabia’s continued interest in layered 
figural composition throughout the 1930s makes the Superimpositions intellectually continuous with the 
Transparencies, though they also portend his turn to a harder-edged, naturalistic style in this decade. 
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It was during one of Picabia and his companion Olga Mohler’s visits to Bilignin in the 

summer of 1932 that Stein had composed the poem now known as the “Picabia Stanza,” Stanza 

LXXI of Part V in her posthumously published Stanzas in Meditation, for his drawings exhibition 

at Rosenberg’s gallery that December.
324

 The highly abstract stanza, as mentioned, references 

Picabia only once by name, and is, in fact, unique among the Stanzas in Meditation in doing so; 

none of the other stanzas contain a proper name.
325

 Still, it is tempting to read certain lines as 

references to Picabia’s and Stein’s blossoming friendship after an unpropitious start, or Picabia’s 

complicated relationships with his wives and mistresses: 

They met just as they should. / This is my could I be excited. / And well he wished that 
she wished…. 

There are two things that are different…. / Three and three are not in winning…. / I 
would have liked to be the only one.

326
  

 

Whether these are, in fact, allusions to Picabia’s relationships is debatable, but the stanza also 

seems to have no direct references to Picabia’s paintings, making it a strange choice for an 

exhibition catalogue preface. There are, however, further suggestions of themes in the Stein-

Picabia friendship and, perhaps, veiled allusions to Picabia’s work. Stein’s statement, “I said what 

I said which was not in him…. / I did not say I wished it was in him. / Not at all I said forget men 

and women,” seems to echo Picabia’s own statements of his pursuit of “interior desires” in the 

Transparencies, apart from any movement, as well as Stein’s identification of Picabia’s early 

                                                
324 Stein’s epic poem was recently republished as Stanzas in Meditation: The Corrected Edition, Susannah 
Hollister and Emily Setina, eds. (New Haven and London: Yale University Press, 2012). 
325 Dydo, The Language That Rises, 521. This specificity is likely because the stanza was written 
specifically for the Rosenberg exhibition. 
326 Stein, “Preface” (1932), n.p. 
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work’s resemblance to Picasso, not himself.
327

 Even the line “Something that satisfies refuses” 

seems to evoke the visually confounding nature of the Transparencies; their beauty refuses to 

disclose narrative or theme.
328

 In the end, however, the stanzas deny any attempt to read in them 

the specific names, dates, and events, such as those that drove the success of The Autobiography 

of Alice B. Toklas.
329 

While reading the Stanzas, it is almost hard to believe that Stein wrote them just before 

(or perhaps at the same time that) she penned The Autobiography of Alice B. Toklas.
330

 Dydo 

identifies the Stanzas as the last work in Stein’s voice before the “loss of her own voice” effected 

by the writing and success of Alice B. Toklas (though she also acknowledges that Stein continued 

to intersperse more experimental works among her popular writing).
331

 “The referential 

autobiography creates a magnificent, hollow personality, successful and famous, which explains 

nothing about the creative process. The stanzas…create a voice composing words,” Dydo 

writes.
332

 While Alice B. Toklas and its successor, Everybody’s Autobiography, adopt a 

conversational, almost gossipy tone, the Stanzas are nearly impossible to read aloud. Their level 

                                                
327 Stein, “Preface” (1932), n.p. 
328 Dydo’s discussion of Stein’s use of the word “interlace” and the compositional effect of interlacing in 
her analysis of the structure of Stanza I, in which she describes natural motifs “enmeshed in a simultaneity 
of grammar” has fascinating resonances with the Transparencies. Dydo relates Stein’s use of “interlace” 
here to her 1920 portrait “Next. Life And Letters of Marcel Duchamp.” Dydo, The Language That Rises, 
513-514. 
329 Dydo, The Language That Rises, 489 
330 Dydo, “The Other Autobiography,” 4. 
331 Dydo, The Language That Rises, 553. Dydo also notes that the Stanzas were written during a period 
domestic turmoil between Stein and Toklas, and therefore represent Stein’s desire to separate her own 
“voice” form Toklas’s. The turmoil resulted from Toklas’s discovery of Stein’s relationship with May 
Bookstaver before she met Toklas. Toklas subsequently revised all incidents of the word “may” out of the 
Stanzas. Dydo, “The Other Autobiography,” 14, 16. 
332 Dydo, The Language That Rises, 489 
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of abstraction approaches pure sound and prevents expressiveness; the only way to grapple with 

them, Dydo writes, is to read them over and over until patterns emerge from the words.
333

  

In contrast, the preface that Stein composed for Picabia’s 1934 Valentine Gallery 

exhibition is written in the style of Alice B. Toklas; it reads clearly, with a few Steinian flourishes. 

She repeats the word “thing” often throughout the statement, retaining a certain amount of non-

specificity in her writing. Her opening sentence employs insistence: “When Picabia came to see 

us in the country we talked about a great many things; we told each other a great many 

things!”
334

Yet the discussion that follows of Picabia’s close relationship with his grandfather, who 

was a friend of Louis-Jacques-Mandé Daguerre and an early experimenter with color 

photography, maintains proper verb form and minimal repetition. Picabia, Stein writes, relates 

this early exposure to photography to the development of modern painting, eventually leading to 

the “idea of transparence and four dimensional painting, and this through him certainly has a 

great deal to do with everything.”
335

 Stein’s explanation of the connection between photography 

and the works displayed at the Valentine Gallery takes the form of a clear statement of art history. 

She expands upon this discussion in Everybody’s Autobiography, adding further biographical 

details and tracing the development of Picabia’s attitudes toward photography and painting.
336

 I 

will turn to Stein’s discussion of transparency and the fourth dimension in painting in the next 

section. 

Though Stein’s stylistic eclecticism at this time was not influenced directly by Picabia, 

she no doubt found inspiration in his model. “I do not care about anybody’s painting if I know 

what the next painting they are painting looks like,” she wrote in Everybody’s Autobiography, 
                                                
333 Dydo, The Language That Rises, 505 
334 Stein, “Preface” (1934), n.p. 
335 Stein, “Preface” (1934), n.p. 
336 Stein, Everybody’s Autobiography, 57-58. 
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reflecting upon the early 1930s. “I am like any dog out walking, I want it to be the same and I 

want it to be completely unalike. The painting anybody was painting then was not the same and it 

was completely alike. Except Picabia.”
337

 This statement echoes Picabia’s call for instinct-driven 

self-reinvention via tradition in its evocation of work that is the “same and…completely unalike.” 

Stein, Timothy Galow writes, held herself to the same standards. Taking a singularly positive 

view of Everybody’s Autobiography, he discusses Stein’s desire not to repeat herself, or in this 

case The Autobiography of Alice B. Toklas, in this work. He concludes that through a series of 

contradictions, Stein finds new ways to address concerns of identity and language in Everybody’s 

Autobiography that set it apart from its predecessor.
338

 His argument that Stein’s “audience 

writing” does not, therefore, represent an abandonment of her earlier concerns but rather a new 

formal approach to their presentation resonates strongly with both Picabia’s aims and Stein’s 

interest in the Transparency paintings at this time. 

Though Picabia made no such written statements on his friendship with Stein, he clearly 

found sustenance in their relationship at a time when he had few other advocates. In 1933, he 

wrote to her: 

These few days spent at your house have done me an enormous amount of good. Apart 
from the great affection I have for you, our conversations on painting have further 
reinforced my certainty that my search is coming together and will very soon now, I 
hope, be an accurate expression of myself. And when I say ‘will be,’ it is from modesty, 
for I know that I have already achieved this in some of my latest pictures.339 
 

1933 also brought another stylistic sea change, ushered in by Picabia’s portrait in that year of 

Gertrude Stein (Fig. 48). The writer sits, calm and monumental, in a striped toga before a 

                                                
337 Stein, Everybody’s Autobiography 98 
338 Galow, “Art of Contradictions,” 113-116. 
339 Francis Picabia to Gertrude Stein, quoted in Borràs, Picabia, 378-379. 
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mountainous landscape. Both the subject and the landscape are heavily outlined and fairly crudely 

formed, rendered in soothing shades of blue, green, and brown. The work represents a challenge 

to the “modern Stein” portrayed by Picasso nearly thirty years earlier.
340

 Picabia’s portrait of 

Stein, in contrast, removes her from both her time and her context, two key elements of her 

previous self-conception as a writer pursuing a distinctly twentieth-century form of representation 

drawn from the examples of the artists that hung in her salon. Instead, Picabia, perhaps inspired 

by Stein’s recent “Caesar”-style haircut, portrays Stein as akin to a Roman emperor.
341

 In a July 

1933 letter to Carl Van Vechten, Stein commented that Picabia made the portrait “out of his 

head,” suggesting that, like Picasso’s portrait of Stein, the painting was completed without the 

writer’s presence.
342

  

There is no superimposition of forms over this composition; rather, Picabia seems to be 

moving away from the sensuous beauty of the Transparencies towards what Borràs has termed 

the “Brutalist” works that followed Portrait of Gertrude Stein. The flat, thickly outlined style of 

this portrait became prevalent in Picabia’s work and reached its apotheosis in the series of 

paintings Picabia executed in 1935 for his exhibition the following year at the Arts Club of 

Chicago (January 3-25, 1936). Stein helped to arrange the exhibition, which included paintings 

such as Resignation (from Stein’s collection) and Man and Woman at the Seashore (both 1935), 
                                                
340 Corn and Latimer, Seeing Gertrude Stein, 55. 
341 Both Catherine Stimpson and Wanda Corn relate Picabia’s depiction of Stein as Roman to both her 
“dictatorial manner” and her sexuality. Corn and Latimer, Seeing Gertrude Stein, 55. Stimpson writes, “As 
Roman, Stein could also be ‘mannish,’ without any direct declaration of lesbianism.” Catharine R. 
Stimpson, “The Somagrams of Gertrude Stein,” Poetics Today 6, No. 1/2, The Female Body in Western 
Culture: Semiotic Perspectives, Picabia: 70-71.  
342 Gertrude Stein to Carl Van Vechten, July 1933, in The Letters of Gertrude Stein and Carl Van Vechten, 
vol. 1, ed. Edward Burns (New York: Columbia University Press, 1986), 270. Picabia painted another 
portrait of Stein around 1937, based on a 1937 photograph of Stein by Cecil Beaton, in which she appears 
in her own clothing. See Bishop, Debray, and Rabinow, eds., The Steins Collect, 301. Corn and Latimer 
suggest that Stein was not fond of the 1933 portrait, noting that it was never given pride of place in her 
salon, and was in fact relegated to her hallway “Salon des Réfuses” in her 5 rue Christine apartment. Corn 
and Latimer, Seeing Gertrude Stein, 55, 99, 108, 263. 
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and contributed her “Picabia Stanza,” once again, to the exhibition catalogue (Fig. 49).
343

 The 

1933 portrait’s transformative effect on Picabia’s work recalls the revolution in form that 

accompanied Picasso’s 1905-1906 portrait of Stein. The writer’s strong visage in that work, based 

on Iberian sculpture, portends Picasso’s startling Iberian-like faces and African masks in his 1907 

masterpiece, Les Demoiselles d’Avignon, and his development—with Georges Braque—of 

Cubism.
344

 Coincidentally, both Picabia and Picasso found inspiration in antique Spanish motifs 

(Catalan and Iberian) that were instrumental in the development of both the Transparencies and 

Cubism. 

 Similarly, Stein’s friendship with Picabia encouraged her to conceive of her work and 

her identity differently in the 1930s. Her conversations with Picabia seem to have prompted Stein 

to rethink her older work as well. Her suggestion in Everybody’s Autobiography that it was her 

change that allowed her to finally appreciate Picabia’s paintings reveals an evolution in Stein’s 

thinking about her once unassailable muses, Picasso and Cézanne.
345

 Stein attributes this change 

in part to Picabia: 

Picabia objects to Cezanne is it because he is jealous of that painting or is it because he is 
right about it. Everybody of that period was influenced by Cezanne but he says he was 
not and was not…. And Cezanne and Picasso have nothing to do with photography but 
Picabia has…. I begin to see what Picabia means about Cezanne. Not that I do not like 
Cezanne best but I begin to see what he means.346 
 

                                                
343 Stein was friends with the president of the Arts Club, Bobsy Goodspeed, and recommended several 
artists, including Rose, Tchelitchew, Picabia, and Balthus, for exhibitions there. The Picabia exhibition was 
a failure; only one painting was sold. See Debray, “Picasso to Picabia,” 234, 241 n. 51, 300. 
344 For Picasso’s interest in African and Iberian art, see John Richardson, A Life of Picasso, vol. 2, The 
Painter of Modern Life, 1907-1917 (London: Pimlico, 2009), Ch. 1. 
345 Stein, Everybody’s Autobiography, 57. 
346 Stein, Everybody’s Autobiography, 57-58. 
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Picabia’s hallucinatory, layered figurative work, which she perceived as rooted in photography, 

thus led Stein to examine her commitment to the “realism of the composition” that she learned 

from Cézanne.347  

Picabia, she writes, considered Cézanne’s form of reality to be distracting. “Anybody can 

do that can make it look like the thing from which it is painted,” she quotes him as saying.
348

 

Once again, Picabia echoes the statement he made in response to the Hot Eyes controversy, in 

which he condemned “copying apples,” a favorite subject of Cézanne, as “monkeying about,” 

while defending his own appropriation from photographic sources.
349

 According to Debray, Stein 

“seems to sense, in Picabia, a connection to the image that is postmodern or neo-Dada, a 

connection that comes to undermine her own perception of painting with its roots in Cézanne and 

Picasso.”
350

 Picabia’s relationship to photography in the Transparencies, then, is not connected to 

faithfulness of representation, but rather to a postmodern interest in mediated images and the 

truth-value of photographic representations. 

This turn from abstracted “reality” in art was a far cry from the goal of truthful 

representation that Stein had shared with Picasso in the early years of the twentieth century. As 

she recalled in her 1938 monograph on Picasso: “One must never forget that the reality of the 

twentieth century is not the reality of the nineteenth century, not at all and Picasso was the only 

one in painting who felt it, the only one. More and more the struggle to express it intensified.”351 

Stein had previously identified with this struggle, but her writing on Picabia in Everybody’s 

                                                
347 Gertrude Stein quoted in Robert Bartlett Haas, “Gertrude Stein Talking—A Transatlantic Interview,” 
Uclan Review (Summer 1962): 3-10, quoted in Katz, “Matisse, Picasso and Gertrude Stein,” 52. 
348 Stein, Everybody’s Autobiography, 59-60. 
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Autobiography finds her increasingly sympathetic to the artist’s need for an individual mode of 

representation, rather than the shared quest for an invisible higher reality that was the goal of 

Cubism. “I thought I understood all about what we had done,” she writes, “and now 

understanding Picabia made me start all over again.”352 In such a way, Picabia appears to have 

had an impact on Gertrude Stein’s late career comparable to that of Picasso on her early career. 
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The Fourth Dimension in the Transparencies 

 

 “THE IDEA OF TRANSPARENCE AND FOUR DIMENSIONAL PAINTING” 
 

Gertrude Stein’s 1934 comments linking Picabia’s early exposure to photography to his 

“idea of transparence and four dimensional painting” provide a final contextual possibility for the 

Transparencies series.
353

 The author’s and the painter’s emphasis on depiction of inner states as 

well as outer realities at this time and the Transparencies’ flattened and layered compositions, 

described by Stein as “transparence which…has nothing to do with the surface seen,” resonate 

with the multivalent scientific and occult aspects of higher-dimensional theory.354 The possibility 

of a fourth dimension of space, complemented by late nineteenth-century scientific advances, 

caused a rethinking of the nature of reality in the art of the early twentieth century. In Picabia and 

Stein’s overlapping milieus in Paris and New York in the 1910s, artists sought and debated new 

ways of rendering space, movement, and the invisible. Stein’s commentary on Picabia’s paintings 

in the early 1930s demonstrates that he and she still found these issues relevant nearly twenty 

years later, as both pursued new ways of describing the invisible through the human form. 

Stein reiterates her comments on Picabia and photography, first published in 1934 in the 

catalogue for his exhibition at Valentine Gallery, in Everybody’s Autobiography. She echoes the 

connection between Picabia’s interest in photography, stemming from his grandfather’s 

friendship with Daguerre, noting that Picabia was “brought up on photography not on taking 
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photographs but on the science of photography” (emphasis mine).
355

 From his early concern with 

“painting not being painting,” first manifested in his Orphic Cubism, Stein writes, Picabia 

developed a broader concern with the nature of reality. “He was certain that anything should not 

look like anything even if it did and that really it did not,” Stein writes. “That was the influence of 

photography upon him it certainly was. That is where photography is different from painting, 

painting looks like something and photography does not. And Cezanne and Picasso have nothing 

to do with photography but Picabia has.”356 While Cézanne and Picasso responded to the visible 

world in new ways, Picabia undercut the notion of representation throughout his career by 

working from photographic reproductions of machines and masterworks, producing compositions 

that are perhaps more traditionally rendered than Cézanne’s volumetric forms or Cubism’s 

dematerialized subjects, but that have less to do with reality as perceived or conceived.  

Though she does not overtly connect his concern that “anything should not look like 

anything” to Picabia’s use of transparency in Everybody’s Autobiography, Stein’s statement 

echoes her earlier assertion that his photography-derived “transparence…is peculiarly a thing that 

has nothing to so with the surface seen,” suggesting that the Transparencies represent the furthest 

evolution of this notion of non-mimesis.
357

 Photography’s supposed fidelity to the reality of 

appearances is betrayed by its potential for manipulation and distortion through layering. Belgian 

Symbolist author Maurice Maeterlinck connected such layering to a Steinian “eternal present” 

and the fourth dimension: “It is thus that we cast a furtive glance into a world of four dimensions, 

in which before, after and now are superimposed, piled upon one another like photographic films 

                                                
355 Stein, Everybody’s Autobiography, 57. Stein does not, however, discuss the connection between 
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and coexisting from all eternity.”
358

 The possibilities of superimposition revealed by 

Maeterlinck’s statement in his 1928 book, The Life of Space, were also exploited in films of the 

era, including Picabia’s and René Clair’s dreamlike 1924 film, Entr’acte. 

The progressive film techniques employed in Entr’acte, particularly the superimposition 

of several images on the screen at once and the quick cuts between disparate images, connect this 

work to the simultaneity achieved by the formal elements of the Transparencies.
359

 The rise to 

prominence of this technique in avant-garde film led at least one contemporary critic to connect 

the similarly layered Transparencies with cinema. In his description of Picabia’s 1929 exhibition 

at Galerie Théophile Briant Gaston Ravel wrote, “The multiple superimpressions we have used 

and abused in our films, which were so inappropriate for certain classic subjects but lent 

themselves so well to fantastic scenes, nightmares, vertiginous flights of fancy, moments of 

madness—here they are before our eyes, immobilized by an enchanted brush!”360 Ravel describes 

the process of looking at the paintings (the exhibition included Catax and Hera, both painted c. 

1929) and slowly untangling the web of imagery that each presents, moving from apparent 

abstraction to figuration (Fig. 50).
361

  

Beyond the material concerns of the Transparencies, however, lies the question of the 

new realities that Picabia confronted in painting them. In Alice B. Toklas, Gertrude Stein 

identified that fundamental problem with which both she and Picabia grappled: “that after all the 

                                                
358 Maurice Maeterlinck, The Life of Space, trans. Bernard Miall (New York: Dodd, Mead & Co., 1928), 
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human being essentially is not paintable.”
362

 This statement, coupled with her comment later in 

the book regarding Picabia’s struggle to produce vibration in a line through the “tenuous” 

conception of the human form, and her 1934 denial of “the surface seen” in the Transparencies, 

suggests the importance of another form of photography for these paintings: the X-ray 

photograph.
363

  

Wilhelm Conrad Röntgen’s discovery of the X-ray in 1895, as Linda Henderson has 

shown, revolutionized notions of vision in the early 1900s. “Rendering matter transparent, X-rays 

made previously invisible forms visible,” Henderson writes. “Even more importantly, however, 

the X-ray definitively demonstrated the inadequacy of the human eye, which detects only a small 

fraction (i.e., visible light) of the much larger spectrum of vibrating electromagnetic waves then 

being defined.”
364

 This new, penetrating vision and the related interests in the invisible but all-

permeating ether that conveyed such waves, as well as radioactivity and the seeming dissolution 

of all matter, subsequently inspired Cubist artists to dissolve the boundaries between interior and 

exterior in their paintings, and prompted a comprehensive reconsideration of perception and 

space, often via the fourth dimension.
365

 Thus, the context within which Picabia and Stein 

confronted the human form in the late 1920s and early 1930s had evolved significantly over the 

past three decades. Their manipulation of perception regarding their human subjects—mixing 

                                                
362 Stein, Alice B. Toklas, 119. 
363 “Picabia had conceived and is struggling with the problem that a line should have the vibration of a 
musical sound and that this vibration should be the result of conceiving the human form and the human 
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seen.” Stein, “Preface” (1934), n.p. 
364 Henderson, “Editor’s Introduction,” 447-448. 
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inner and outer, in Stein’s phrasing—continued the new approaches to reality that both had 

encountered in the first decades of the century. 

PICABIA, STEIN, AND THE FOURTH DIMENSION IN THE 1910S: PARIS AND NEW YORK 
 

Gertrude Stein moved to Paris to live with her brother, Leo, in 1903, and the two soon 

after began collecting works by Cézanne, Gauguin, Renoir, Denis, Picasso, and Matisse. In 1906, 

they began hosting weekly salons at their 27 rue de Fleurus studio and apartment.
366

 Within this 

circle, interest in the fourth dimension grew first from the formalist discussions of plasticity in the 

volumetric work of Cézanne.
367

 This notion of the fourth dimension as an experience of depth or 

infinite space in modern painting, as Henderson has shown, was championed by American 

expatriate artist Max Weber, and pre-dates the Cubist emphasis on geometry, transparency, and 

multiple viewpoints as representations of the fourth dimension in painting.  

When Weber left Paris for New York in late 1908, he brought his formalist ideas about 

the fourth dimension back to the United States. Weber’s essay, “The Fourth Dimension from a 

Plastic Point of View,” published in Alfred Stieglitz’s Camera Work in July 1910, best represents 

the ideas that he took from his time in the Stein circle.
368

 In it, Weber describes the fourth 

dimension in plastic art as “the consciousness of a great and overwhelming sense of space-

magnitude in all directions at one time,” or “dimension of infinity,” which could be felt in certain 

works of sculpture or painting.
369

 The ideal forms of Archaic, Greek, or Egyptian sculpture, 

African art, and the paintings of El Greco and Cézanne all possess the required “intensity or 

                                                
366 Kate Medillo, “Chronology,” in Bishop, Debray, and Rabinow, eds., The Steins Collect, 315-316. 
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energy” to give the perception of vastness.
370

 Weber’s emphasis on the infinite had a major 

impact on the later discussion of Cubism by Guillaume Apollinaire, who translated Weber’s 1910 

article.
371

 In his well-known Les Peintres Cubistes (1913), Apollinaire adopted Weber’s 

terminology, describing the fourth dimension as “the dimension of the infinite.”
372

 Before his 

break with Stieglitz in early 1911, Weber also introduced members of the “291” gallery circle—a 

highly experimental and Symbolist-oriented milieu—to the notion of the fourth dimension.
373

 In 

the following years, Weber, observing from New York the change in European painting, 

eventually used the immaterial interpretation of the fourth dimension posed by mature Cubist 

theory, even embracing the X-ray as a metaphor for Cubism’s exposure of inner structures in his 

1915 Essays on Art.
374

 

 In Paris, following Weber’s departure, the blossoming of Cubism led to an evolution in 

conceptions of the fourth dimension. Picasso’s shift, around 1909, from Cézannesque plasticity to 

the dematerialized Analytical Cubist style and his subsequent investigation of the spatial fourth 

dimension was championed by Gertrude, but not Leo Stein.
375

  The denial of perspective, sense of 

shifting views, and the interpenetration of matter and space in these paintings were all connected 

to a conception of the fourth dimension as a “suprasensible spatial dimension that might hold a 

truth higher than that of visible reality.”
376

 As previously discussed, the Puteaux Cubist group, of 

which Picabia was a part as of 1912, codified the spatial advances of Picasso and Braque in Jean 

                                                
370 Weber, “Fourth Dimension,” 25. 
371 For the discovery by Willard Bohn of Apollinaire’s translation of Weber’s 1910 article, see Henderson, 
The Fourth Dimension, 64 n. 49. 
372 Apollinaire, Les Peintres Cubistes, quoted in Henderson, Fourth Dimension, 75. 
373 Henderson, “Four-Dimensional Trio,” 107. 
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Metzinger and Albert Gleizes’s Du “cubisme” (1912) and became the popular face of the 

movement in the Paris salons. Du “cubisme” discussed Cubism’s “new mobile perspectives,” and 

its penetrating vision akin to an X-ray.
377

  

Stein would certainly have been aware of Cubism’s new interpretations of space as 

witness to the discussions in her salon and she may even have responded to Apollinaire’s 

statement that “… geometry is to the plastic arts what grammar is to the art of writers” in her 

development of a writing style comparable to Cubism in its effects of ambiguous spatial/temporal 

relations.
378

 Writing in Picasso (1938), Stein reflected on her disillusionment with nineteenth-

century positivism’s “faith in what the eyes were seeing, that is to say the belief in the reality of 

science.”
379

 Stein thus grappled with similar difficulties of representation following the 

revolutionary notions of perception brought about by scientific discoveries linked to the idea of 

the fourth dimension. 

Stein’s correspondence with her friend Mabel Dodge confirms her interest in the fourth 

dimension in the 1910s.
380

 Dodge moved to New York in December 1912 and served as a vital 

link between Stein in Paris and the avant-garde circles in New York. In the salons that she hosted 

in New York, Dodge received artists including Picabia and Weber, and the conversation would 

surely have included the fourth dimension.
381

 Dodge’s article on Stein, “Speculations, or Post-

Impressionism in Prose,” cited earlier as the first instance of connection of Stein’s writing to 

                                                
377 Henderson, “Editor’s Introduction,” 455. See also Linda Dalrymple Henderson, “Francis Picabia, 
Radiometers, and X-Rays in 1913,” The Art Bulletin 71 (March 1989): 118. 
378 Apollinaire, Les Peintres Cubistes: Méditations esthétiques (Paris: Eugène Figuière, 1913), trans. 
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Cubist painting, also provides crucial evidence of Dodge and Stein’s interest in the fourth 

dimension.
382

 In her description of Stein’s word portraits, Dodge writes: 

To her a portrait is a series of impressions that expresses a total unity. Of course this is a 
grave assumption for her to make, because it is possibly assuming control of the fourth 
dimension! If we have any reason to admit the existence of the fourth dimension, we may 
presume that is it present or will be in human beings. So for any work of art to 
completely depict a human being in his entirety, it would be necessary for it also to 
contain the fourth dimension.

383
 

 

Dodge’s article thus confirms the connection that she and Stein saw between faithful 

representation of a human subject and the inclusion of the fourth dimension of reality that they 

saw as the individual’s essence. This theme resurfaced in the 1930s in Stein’s commentary on her 

writing and Picabia’s paintings. 

In a letter from June 1913, Stein tells Dodge of her meeting with Marcel Duchamp, who 

“looks like a young Englishman and talks very urgently about the fourth dimension.”
384

 Duchamp 

is an additional point of contact between Picabia, Stein, and the fourth dimension. From 1915 to 

1923, he pursued a form of post-Cubist art incorporating his study of the fourth dimension in his 

construction of The Bride Stripped Bare by Her Bachelors, Even (The Large Glass) (Fig. 53). 

Picabia, too, upon his arrival in New York for the Armory Show, proclaimed the need for a post-

Cubist form of painting, which, as we shall see, he also developed through new interpretations of 

the fourth dimension.  

 

                                                
382 The two versions of the article are Mabel Dodge, “Speculations, or Post-Impressionism in Prose,” in 
Arts and Decoration III (March 1913), 172, 174; Mabel Dodge, “Speculations,” Camera Work, Special No. 
(June 1913), 6-9. 
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better known, earlier Arts and Decoration version. 
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PLATO’S CAVE AND PICABIA’S SHADOWS 
 

Picabia’s gouache and cellophane collage, The Shadow (c. 1928), represents one of his 

first forays into transparency (Fig. 35).
385

 The work depicts a single bald man, nude but for a fig 

leaf, with his head turned in profile, hands raised, and shoulders hunched in a surprised pose. The 

figure is starkly outlined without any shading or contouring, presaging the flat outlines of the 

Transparency paintings. Picabia has attached a whimsical cellophane butterfly to the work’s 

cardboard support just to the left of the figure and painted a dark shadow of the butterfly beneath 

the yellow cellophane.
386

 The man also casts a dark shadow cut from cellophane, but curiously, 

the man’s shadow is in front of, not behind him, overlaying the white gouache figure beneath.  

This suggestion of a figure viewing a shadow before him, and possibly the antique 

references present in the fig leaf and the plaster-like whiteness of the man himself, could perhaps 

be an allusion to Plato’s allegory of prisoners chained in a cave in The Republic. Having been in 

the cave for their whole lives they know nothing of the outside world. They cannot look behind 

them, where there is a large fire with a path in front of it on which other people walk back and 

forth, casting their shadows on the walls of the cave. The prisoners have only seen their own 

shadows and those of the people on the path and have no conception of the three-dimensional 

beings that create them.
387

 This story, with its suggestion that humans see only a shadow of higher 

reality, became a popular analogy for the limits of human perception in the last decade of the 

                                                
385 Camfield, His Art, 231. The work was first exhibited in 1928 at Picabia’s exhibition at Galerie 
Théophile Briant (October 26-November 15, 1928), and Briant later lent it to Picabia’s 1930 
“retrospective” at Léonce Rosenberg’s. 
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nineteenth century and was a feature in Symbolist writing by authors such as G.-Albert Aurier 

and, later, Maurice Maeterlinck, and in many of the writings on the fourth dimension by 

“hyperspace philosophers” such as Charles Howard Hinton and Claude Bragdon in the first 

decades of the twentieth century.
388

 Picabia’s Shadow may thus suggest both the limits of 

perception and the artist’s aspiration to transcend these limits through the higher consciousness 

symbolized by the fourth dimension. 

Inspired by the writings of Hinton, Bragdon’s A Primer of Higher Space (The Fourth 

Dimension) (1913) suggests a specifically four-dimensional interpretation of the shadow.
389

 In 

Plate 12 of his exquisitely illustrated book, he notes, “These lower-dimensional representations 

[i.e. a two-dimensional circle representing a three-dimensional sphere in a plane space] may be 

conceived of as the shadows cast by higher-space forms on lower space worlds” (Fig. 51). 

Demonstrating his philosophical bent, however, Bragdon complements this geometrical 

hypothesis with a human corollary, illustrated by a woman fleeing her pursuing shadow: “Man, a 

higher-dimensional entity is pursued by the necessity of representing himself through his 

‘shadow’ or personality in a lower-dimensional world.”
390

 Bragdon further develops this analogy 

of man’s personality as a lower-dimensional “tracing” of a fuller, three-dimensional individual in 

a depiction of flat cross-sections of a cube traversing a plane in Plate 30 (Fig. 10).  

Bragdon also explicitly links the notion of the shadow to the ideal of higher 

consciousness that Hinton championed in a chapter titled “The Conquest of Space by 

                                                
388 Henderson, Fourth Dimension, 25, 30. 
389 Claude Bragdon, A Primer of Higher Space (The Fourth Dimension) (New York: Manas Press, 1913). 
All future Bragdon plate citations refer to this edition. 
390 In Plate 13, Bragdon connects this notion of personality as a physical, lower-space projection of the 
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Consciousness.”
391

 Bragdon introduces the idea that an inhabitant of a two-dimensional world 

might be “inspired by some intimation of…higher [three-dimensional] space (as we are beginning 

to be inspired by intimations of a space higher still)” conceive of himself as but a cross-section of 

a three-dimensional body, expanding his consciousness beyond the limitations of his physical 

world.
392

 Likewise, the prisoners of Plato’s cave, Bragdon writes, are “reduced to be the denizens 

of a shadow world. All movements observed by them were but movements on a surface, and all 

shapes were but the shapes of outlines with no substantiality. Plato uses this illustration to portray 

the relation between true being and the illusions of the sense world.”
393

 If the slaves were able to 

think beyond the visible world of two-dimensional shadows to conceive of the three-dimensional 

beings casting them, such awareness would approach the higher consciousness represented by the 

fourth dimension. Coincidentally, given Picabia’s inclusion of a cellophane butterfly in The 

Shadow, Bragdon describes the butterfly, as a non-earthbound creature, as the “master of this 

added dimension…. in possession of a space-sense which is still a mystery to us.”
394

 

It was during his time in New York in the 1910s that Picabia could have become aware of 

Bragdon’s writing through Max Weber, Gelett Burgess, or his friend Duchamp.
395

 If The Shadow 

perhaps refers to the higher-dimensional awareness that eluded the inhabitants of Plato’s cave, the 

presence of this collage at the outset of the Transparency paintings suggests numerous possible 

four-dimensional readings of these works. The implications of Bragdon’s text resonate with the 

classical forms of Picabia’s Transparencies, which are robbed of three-dimensionality by their 

confinement to the two-dimensional world of the canvas. By rejecting the illusionism of 

                                                
391 Henderson, Fourth Dimension, 29-30. 
392 Bragdon, Primer of Higher Space, 11.  
393 Bragdon, Primer of Higher Space, 19. 
394 Bragdon, Primer of Higher Space, 15. 
395 See Henderson, Fourth Dimension, 182-201. 
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Renaissance perspectival space in this series, Picabia may have hoped to call attention to the 

limitations of perception as he had in Optophone (c. 1922, as previously discussed), as well as in 

his Cubist work. The “outlines with no substantiality” in the Transparencies may therefore be 

intended to underscore the “illusions of the sense world” just as Plato’s allegory did for the 

hyperspace philosophers. The Transparencies also echo the occult currents in Bragdon’s book 

through their suggestion of interior worlds.
396

 

Just as a being restricted to a two-dimensional plane could conceive of himself as a cross-

section of a higher, three-dimensional form, Bragdon writes, a four-dimensional man viewing a 

three-dimensional body would perceive it as transparent, illustrated in Bragdon’s Plate 19 (Fig. 

11). Such four-dimensional vision, he writes, would be “clairvoyant,” able to see both the “human 

body…within its casing, also the aura, or higher dimensional body.” While we will turn shortly to 

the notion of clairvoyance regarding the Transparencies, here Bragdon’s idea of transparency as 

indicative of higher-dimensional vision offers a further point of contact with Picabia’s work (it is 

important here to note that the term “Transparency” was Picabia’s own).
397

 Furthermore, 

Bragdon’s illustration of the human body rendered transparent clearly echoes the skeletons visible 

in X-ray photographs that revolutionized painting through Cubism. Thus, we must consider again 

Stein’s statement that the Transparencies have “nothing to do with the surface seen” in the 

context of Picabia’s earlier interest in X-rays and his extrapolation of new forms from his earlier, 

more literal approach to this fairly recent innovation.
398

 

As Linda Henderson has demonstrated, Picabia’s 1913 watercolor Mechanical 

Expression Seen Through Our Own Mechanical Expression, painted in New York, derives its 

                                                
396 See Bragdon, Primer of Higher Space, Plates 18 and 19. 
397 See Picabia’s statement in Francis Picabia: Trente ans de peinture, n.p.: “…Ces transparences avec 
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central figure from the Crookes tube (or cathode-ray tube) used to generate X-rays (Fig. 52).
399

 

Picabia’s use of the Crookes tube, Henderson argues, reflects the artistic rethinking of the limits 

of perception prompted by the discovery of the X-ray in 1895. “It would seem,” Gabrielle Buffet-

Picabia recalled, reflecting on her time with Picabia in New York, “that in every field, the 

principal direction of the 20th century was the attempt to capture the ‘nonperceptible.’”
400

 The 

expanded sense of reality produced by the X-ray would have complemented Picabia’s interest in 

painting based on the artist’s “mental, subjective states,” and his belief that “the qualitative 

conception of reality can no longer be expressed in a purely visual or optical manner.”
401

 

Although he pursued a post-Cubist form of abstraction, Picabia’s interest in X-rays at this time 

also drew on the Cubist theories of Gleizes and Metzinger, who expressed in Du “cubisme” their 

interest in a penetrating form of light that exposes the insides of forms at the same time they were 

pursuing a fourth dimension of space.
402

 Occult clairvoyance often served in fourth dimension 

literature of the day to merge the X-ray’s ability to reveal the “truer reality within objects” with 

the complexities of higher dimensions of space, as in Bragdon’s discussion of “four-dimensional 

vision” as an X-ray-like clairvoyance.
403

  

Bragdon’s statement in Plate 18 of his book reveals the cohabitation of the languages of 

geometry and occultism in his discussion of rendering the inner outer and the invisible visible: 
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Possession, obsession, automatic writing, and allied phenomena are susceptible of 
explanation by means of the higher-space hypothesis. It is only necessary to realize that 
from the higher region of space the interior of a solid is as exposed as the inside of a 
plane figure is exposed from the region of the third dimension—the heart could be 
plucked from the body without breaking the skin. 
 

This statement could appeal as easily to Cubism’s dematerializing instincts as it could 

Surrealism’s fascination with the unconscious and liminal states. In an immediately post-Cubist 

context, Picabia’s translation of X-rays, via the fourth dimension, took the overt form of The City 

of New York Perceived Through the Body (1913), which derived part of its title from the 

description of X-ray photography as “photographie à travers le corps,” and included the 

naturalistic depiction of a cathode-ray tube (albeit used as a surrogate portrait).
404

 Twenty-five 

years later, Picabia developed a new formal language in the Transparencies, which, although they 

do not depict the “insides” of figures, are heavily indebted to the notion of seeing through solid 

forms, which Picabia achieves by reducing his figures to outlines.  

Picabia’s evocation of higher dimensional theory through the Transparencies coincided 

with important publications on the subject. Maurice Boucher’s 1903 Essai sur l’hyperespace: Le 

Temps, la matière et l’énergie, which connected the contemporary science of the invisible, such 

as X-rays and ether physics, to the fourth dimension, was reprinted in 1927.
405

 Additionally, 

Picabia’s layering technique in the Transparencies evokes the “perpetual and universal 

simultaneity, or the eternal present” that Maeterlinck, in The Life of Space, published in 1928, 

defined as “the fourth dimension of space and time.”
406

 Picabia’s return to the fourth dimension in 
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the Transparencies thus occurred alongside a fresh interest in the nature of higher dimensions 

prompted by the popular awareness of Albert Einstein’s special and general theories of relativity 

(1905, 1916) after 1919.
407

 

SPACE AND SPIRIT: PICABIA’S FOURTH DIMENSION 
 

Maeterlinck’s The Life of Space reflects the Belgian author’s attempt to reconcile earlier 

geometric notions of four-dimensional space with the addition of time to this realm by the 

research of Einstein and mathematician Hermann Minkowski: 

When we say, with Ouspensky and Einstein, that time is the fourth dimension of space, 
we might just as legitimately assert that space is the fourth dimension of time, which for 
us has only three: the future, the present, the past. It would perhaps be simpler to declare 
at once what is probably the ultimate truth: that eternity, perpetual and universal 
simultaneity, or the eternal present, is the fourth dimension of space and time—that is, 
the greater unknown of two terms which comprise only the unknown.

408
 

 

While many artists and thinkers interested in the fourth dimension embraced Einstein’s revision 

of the concept, freely incorporating space-time into their work, some earlier proponents of the 

philosophical spatial fourth dimension did not quickly accept Einstein’s theory.
409

 Gaston de 

Pawlowski, for one, added an introduction to the 1923 reprinting of his Voyage au pays de la 

quatrième dimension (1912) differentiating between Einstein’s mathematical, temporal fourth 

dimension and his own idealist view of a spatial fourth dimension, underscoring the privileged 

relationship between the spatial fourth dimension and art.
410
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Picabia published his own somewhat ambivalent response to Einstein’s March 28, 1922 

visit to Paris, titled “Up to a Certain Point.”
411

 Picabia writes that Einstein’s arrival in Paris 

reminded him of his somewhat poetic childhood science experiment, in which he attempted to 

weigh light and shadow—two formal elements used to define painterly space that he later rejected 

in the Transparencies.
412

 Yet he decries the fashionable appreciation of Einstein that he witnessed 

among his friends: “I have a friend who likes Einstein the way he likes the cinema, Dada, or 

Lenin, the way he would like a new illness and would be flattered to be its first victim, because 

this illness would be described as a modern illness!”
413

 Picabia thus sweeps Einstein up in his 

anti-Dada ridiculing of “modernism” as a codified, commercialized movement. Picabia pokes fun 

at the revered (fourth dimensional) notion of the infinite, relating an anecdote in which Einstein, 

asked for his thoughts on the infinite, replied, “If you want to see it, get some opera glasses, but 

I’m afraid that you’ll only be looking at your rear end!”
414

 In the end, however, Picabia seems 

resistant to the trendy newness of Einstein’s ideas. 

Picabia parodied the frenzy over new ideas of time in his announcement of his new 

movement, Instantanéisme, in the final issue of 391 in 1924.
415

 Offering an alternative to 

Surrealism, he proclaimed, “Instantanism: is for those who have something to say.”
416

 The new 

movement, he wrote, “Does not want yesterday…Does not want tomorrow…Believes only in 

                                                
411 Francis Picabia, “Jusqu’à un certain point,” Comoedia (Paris, April 16, 1922), 1, trans. Marc 
Lowenthal, in Picabia, I Am a Beautiful Monster, 288-290. The article also contains strange anti-Semitic 
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troisième dimension, non faite de lumière et d’ombre…” Picabia, in Trente ans de peinture, n.p. 
413 Picabia, “Jusqu’à un certain point,” 289. 
414 Picabia, “Jusqu’à un certain point,” 290. 
415 Picabia, “Dadaisme, Instantanéisme,” 391, no. 19 (Paris, October 1924), 1, trans. Marc Lowenthal, in 
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today…Believes only in perpetual motion.”
417

 This emphasis on time was, however, short-lived, 

as Picabia soon turned to an investigation of the perception of spatial dimensionality that 

continued the perceptual themes of Cubism as well as Optophone.   

In 1928, Picabia published his screenplay, The Law of Accommodation Among the One-

Eyed, “Sursum corda.”
418

 The unrealized film in three parts presents a bizarre scenario featuring 

a legless cripple, a seller of pornographic “transparent cards,” an American, a priest, and a 

manicurist, which culminates in a murder. Though the story itself is a fairly absurd exercise, 

Picabia’s title refers specifically to the optical principal of accommodation, whereby the eye is 

able to change its shape to focus on both near and far objects, demonstrating Picabia’s ongoing 

interest—concurrent with his beginning the Transparencies—in visual effects.
419

 The title also 

evokes Duchamp’s 1918 To Be Looked at as well as Duchamp’s experimentation with “precision 

optics,” discussed previously, all of which, like Picabia’s Optophone, underscored the artifice of 

perspective and created the illusion of three-dimensional depth from two, which Picabia used to 

great effect through the layering of images in his Transparencies. Duchamp himself obliquely 

identified this connection between his optical works, such as the Rotoreliefs, and Picabia’s 

Transparencies, in his description on his friend’s work for the catalogue of the Société Anonyme 

in 1949: “Later Picabia took great interest in the study of transparency in painting,” he wrote. “By 

a juxtaposition of transparent forms and colors the canvas would, so to speak, express the feeling 

of a third dimension without the aid of perspective.”
420

 In his comments on the Transparencies 

shown at Léonce Rosenberg’s gallery in 1930, Picabia acknowledged his spatial invention in the 
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series, writing, “This third dimension, not made of light and shadow, these transparencies with 

their corner of oubliettes, permit me to express for myself the resemblance of my interior 

desires,” suggesting that space could be created not by traditional visual effects, but by the 

enlightened artist’s elevating lower-dimensional images above the physical restrictions of their 

plane.
421

 

Duchamp’s investigations of space through optics extended the artist’s earlier study of 

the fourth dimension, X-rays, electromagnetic waves, and other mechanical, scientific, and 

mathematic fields.
422

 From the Symbolist and mystical influence of Kupka on his early paintings, 

Duchamp had progressed to a rigorous, if playful, intellectual pursuit of scientific ideas, including 

the fourth dimension, that had informed the imagery and vocabulary of his work since 1911.
423

 

Gertrude Stein referred directly to Duchamp’s interdisciplinary studies in Alice B. Toklas. 

Describing Picabia’s pursuit of “vibration” in a line through the “tenuous” conception of the 

human form (in the Transparencies) as “his way of achieving the disembodied,” she continues, “It 

was this idea that conceived mathematically influenced Marcel Duchamp and produced his The 

Nude Descending the Staircase.”
424

 The Nude Descending a Staircase (Nos. 1 and 2, 1912), along 

with Portrait (Dulcinea, 1911), represented Duchamp’s early artistic use of X-ray imagery, 

chronophotography, and the depiction of motion through space.
425

 The tenuousness or 

disembodied quality that Stein identifies in this work could be related to the loss of solidity in 

forms subjected to the vibrations of an X-ray and rendered transparent.  
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422 Henderson, “Editor’s Introduction,” 439. 
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Duchamp pursued vibratory imagery even further in The Bride Stripped Bare by Her 

Bachelors, Even (The Large Glass, 1915-1923), his allegory of frustrated desire (Fig. 53). His 

notes made in preparation for the work reveal that the artist envisioned a four-dimensional realm 

inhabited by a biomechanical Bride, in the upper panel of The Large Glass, and a three-

dimensional realm inhabited by her suitors, the Bachelors, below. The Bachelors’ semen-like 

liquid splashes via a mirror reflection into the realm of the Bride, but cannot make contact with 

the Bride herself because of the disjunction between the dimensionality of their worlds. Inspired 

by Jouffret’s theories, Duchamp depicts the Bride as a shadow, noting, “The shadow cast by a 4-

dim’l figure on our space is a 3-dim’l shadow.”
426

 The Bride’s realm is animated by an ether-

filled atmosphere through which she broadcasts telegraphic waves to communicate with the 

Bachelors below.
427

 We have already discussed the significance of Duchamp’s vibratory waves in 

the context of Picabia’s Optophone. Stein’s comment linking vibration to the Transparencies 

suggests that we should also consider the possible significance of vibrations and the ether—the 

invisible medium once believed to fill space and conduct vibrating electromagnetic waves—in 

this series. 

The ether was a tremendously popular concept at the turn of the century and through the 

first decade of the twentieth century, into the 1920s. Though Einstein’s theory of relativity 

eventually discredited the notion of all-pervading invisible ether, in its heyday the ether 

represented new realities of both matter and space.
428

 Artists enthusiastically took up the 

challenge of representing this invisible medium and quickly adapted its philosophical 

implications to painting. The notion of a fluid, ether-filled space, like the possibility of an 

                                                
426 Henderson, “Image and Imagination,” 154. 
427 Henderson, “Image and Imagination,” 151-153. 
428 Henderson, “Vibratory Modernism,” 126. 
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invisible fourth dimension of space, called into question assumptions about perception and 

painterly techniques of illusionism and representation.
429

 Hinton, in his book A New Era of 

Thought (1888), proposed that the ether might even represent the boundary or zone of contact 

between the three-dimensional and four-dimensional worlds, a liminal space between the known 

and unknown that made the ether tremendously appealing to people of both scientific and occult 

persuasions.
430

 

Hinton’s conception of the ether as a boundary may have had particular relevance for 

Stein as she attempted the mixing of inner and outer realities in her work, as discussed in the last 

section. Stein’s own scientific interests and friendships with psychologist/philosopher William 

James and the British logician Alfred North Whitehead may also have informed her thinking 

about the relation of vibrations to her own and Picabia’s work. Steven Meyer discusses Stein’s 

interest in vibrations in terms of Whitehead’s “vibratory organic deformation,” which she applied 

both to her description of Picabia’s work as conveying something essential (i.e. vibratory) about 

an individual, and to her “visual,” not auditory, approach to language.
431

 He also points out that 

Stein’s hallmark “insistence” also calls to mind vibrations as a form of frequency linked to 

repetition.
432

 In addition, Stein’s mentor, James, maintained a friendship with Hinton.
433

 Hinton 

and James were in contact while Stein studied with James at Radcliffe College and she may 

                                                
429 Henderson, “Vibratory Modernism,” 128-129. 
430 Henderson, “Vibratory Modernism,” 131. 
431 Meyer, Irresistible Dictation, 201-201. Meyer also relates Stein’s concern for the visual over the 
auditory to her anecdote in Everybody’s Autobiography describing a conversation with Charlie Chaplin in 
which the silent film star mourned the addition of sound to cinema. Meyer, Irresistible Dictation, 202-203. 
This application of sound vibrations connects as well with the technology behind the optophone. See Lista, 
“Hausmann’s Optophone,” 89-92. 
432 Meyer, Irresistible Dictation, 237. 
433 See Henderson, Fourth Dimension, 164-165. 
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therefore have gleaned from her friend and teacher Hinton’s ideas regarding hyperspace 

philosophy and the fourth dimension.
434

 

Communication via the ether—whether telegraphically or telepathically—figures 

prominently in the work of both Duchamp and his mentor, Kupka. Henderson, in her essay on 

“Vibratory Modernism,” traces the growing association of the ether with telepathy and 

clairvoyance, and, increasingly, the view of the artist as a medium in the depiction of invisible 

realms, both of which are relevant for our discussion of the fourth dimension in the 

Transparencies. Futurist Umberto Boccioni in 1911 challenged artists to capture the unseen in 

their paintings: “What needs to be painted is not the visible but what has heretofore been held to 

be invisible, that is, what the clairvoyant painter sees.”
435

 For Kupka, his canvases were an 

opportunity for the “telepathic, vibratory transfer of thought.”
436

 

Picabia’s discussion of the transparencies likewise echoes the language of occultism. His 

artist’s statement for his 1930 retrospective at Rosenberg’s gallery, which was have already 

examined for its reference to dimensionality, also alludes to the Transparencies as a projection of 

Picabia’s inner states: “These transparencies with their corner of oubliettes permit me to express 

for myself the resemblance of my interior desires.”
437 Picabia’s reference to corners and dungeons 

suggests a certain hidden, or opaque, aspect to the Transparencies. The paintings’ defiance of 

interpretation based on imagery or title alone adds to their hermetic quality, but Picabia seems to 

view them not as cryptograms but as a means of externalizing his internal thoughts or impulses.  

                                                
434 Henderson, Fourth Dimension, 164-165. 
435 Henderson, “Vibratory Modernism,” 128. 
436 Henderson, “Vibratory Modernism,” 128. 
437 Picabia, in Trente ans de peinture, n.p. This sentiment is echoed in Germaine Everling’s recollection 
that the Transparencies “sprang from the soul and seemed to reject the outside world in order to make their 
place. The subject was present there in a sort of ‘interior doubling.’” Everling, L’Anneau de Saturne, 173. 
Author’s translation. 
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Picabia had dabbled in the supernatural during the waning days of Dada when André 

Breton organized séances, yet he never openly embraced its language as he seemed to in his 

description of the Transparencies.
438

 On November 13, 1931, “Occultist, man of science, 

psychologist, and theosophist” Vivian Du Mas provided a further exploration of the possible 

connections between occultism and the Transparencies in a lecture on the subject, sponsored by 

Léonce Rosenberg in conjunction with Picabia’s exhibition at the Galerie Georges Bernheim, 

which was later printed in the magazine Orbes.
439

 Du Mas began his lecture by defining occultism 

and introducing his audience to the idea of the medium as the intermediary required to enter into 

contact with otherworldly phenomena. He urged the audience to put themselves “in the state of an 

occultist” in visualizing another, internal world: “You are thus increasingly leaving the ordinary 

world, the external world of physical matter…and always you are in contact with the worlds of 

subtler vibrations, with a life more subtle….”
440

  

Most artists, Du Mas said, were no more than cameras, but some artists could renounce 

the external, physical world and open doors to another world, translating the images they found 

there into material forms. Reflecting on the works shown at Bernheim’s gallery, such as Melibée 

(1931), du Mas stated, “… I recognize in the paintings of Picabia the translation in an aesthetic 

language of part of that other world” (Fig. 40).
441

 Picabia’s paintings, he avowed, were the work 

of a magician, the reflection of another place, or the representations of an astral world with the 

                                                
438 Borràs, Picabia, 237. The séances are described in Germaine Everling’s memoir of her time with 
Picabia, in chapter 26, “Sciences occultes.” Everling, L’Anneau de Saturne, 150-152.  
439 Vivian du Mas, “L’occultisme dans l’art de Francis Picabia,” Orbes, no. 3 (Spring 1932), 113-128. See 
also Everling, L’Anneau de Saturne, 175. 
440 Du Mas, “L’occultisme,” 113-115. Author’s translation. 
441 Du Mas, “L’occultisme,” 115-117. Author’s translation. Du Mas was not the first to identify Picabia as 
a clairvoyant; in a June 1913 article in Camera Work, the chemist Maurice Aisen wrote that Picabia was 
one of a few twentieth-century clairvoyants possessed of a new “intellectual vision” that surpassed “optical 
vision.” See Henderson, “Picabia and X-Rays,” 122.  
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potential to change the lives of their beholders by giving them access to occult realms.
442

 Du Mas 

insisted that the images in Picabia’s Transparencies were not arbitrary choices, but pictures drawn 

from the “universal mental life.”
443

 Picabia reflected positively on the lecture in his article 

“Monstres Delicieux,” which was published in the same issue of Orbes as Du Mas’s essay: “This 

lecture I found quite remarkable and the lecturer surprised me because, though never having 

spoken to me, he understood and expressed precisely the reasons that impel me to paint, 

describing both the mental and the physical states I pass through when I express myself through 

painting.”
444

 

Picabia’s openness to discussing his Transparencies in terms of occult connections to 

another world likely resulted from his awareness of the fluidity of discussions of science and 

mysticism in relation to the fourth dimension. Twenty years after he encountered Cubist theories 

of higher-dimensional space at Puteaux, Picabia found himself wrestling again with creating 

depth in a non-perspectival space in the Transparencies. Writing in 1936, Stein described “a 

young crowd who have tried it again tried to solve the problem of space by classicism and there is 

a South American who says it can be done by color and Francis Rose who does it by imagination, 

and now Picabia again says that he has a new technique that can do it, technique can do it he says 

and I am not certain that he is not right….”
445

 In May of that year, the Hungarian poet Charles 

Sirató (born Károly Tamkó Sirató) published his Manifeste Dimensioniste in the review N + 1, as 

                                                
442 Du Mas, “L’occultisme,” 117, 123, 124, 126. 
443 Du Mas, “L’occultisme,” 125. Author’s translation. 
444 Picabia, “Monstres delicieux,” quoted in Borràs, Picabia, 342. 
445 Stein, Everybody’s Autobiography, 312. 



 117 

Stein was perhaps made aware by Picabia, one of the manifesto’s numerous and varied 

signatories.
446

  

The “Dimensionist Manifesto” was intended as a response to the recent developments in 

perception brought about by Einstein’s theory of relativity and Minkowski’s description of the 

space-time continuum.
447

 The document traced Dimensionism’s origins to both “the modern 

spirit’s completely new conception of space and time…and…the technical givens of our age.”
448

 

It thus presents a vision of the arts—painting, sculpture, and literature—in motion, each animated 

by the addition of a “new dimension,” as well as the development of a more mystically informed 

“cosmic art.”
449

 It envisioned:  

I. Literature leaving the line and entering the plane: Calligrammes, Typograms, Planism, 
Electric Poems. 

II. Painting leaving the plane and entering space: Peinture dans l’espace. Compositions 
Poly-matérielles, Constructivism. Spatial constructions. Surrealist objects. 

III. Sculpture stepping out of closed, immobile forms (i.e. out of forms conceived of in 
Euclidean space), in order that it appropriate for artistic expression Minkowski’s four-
dimensional space…. 

IV. And after this a completely new art form will develop: Cosmic Art. The Vaporisation 
of Sculpture: “matter music.” The artistic conquest of four-dimensional space, which to 
date has been completely art-free. The human being, rather than regarding the art object 

                                                
446 See Charles Sirató, Manifeste Dimensioniste [Dimenzionista Manifesztum], in A Vízöntő-kor hajnalán 
(Budapest: Szépirodalmi Könyvkiadó, 1969), 209-211, trans. Oliver A. I. Botar, in “Charles Sirató and the 
Manifeste Dimensioniste,” by Oliver A. I. Botar (Budapest: Artpool Art Research Centre, 2010), Appendix 
1: “The Dimensionist Manifesto,” 13-14. Botar translates Sirató’s Hungarian text, but the manifesto 
originally appeared in French as an insert intended for the unrealized journal, La Revue N + 1 (Paris: José 
Corti, 1936) and was reprinted as an insert in plastique, no. 2 (Summer 1937).  
447 Botar, “Charles Sirató and the Manifeste Dimensioniste,” 1.  
448 Sirató, Manifeste Dimensioniste, in Botar, “Charles Sirató and the Manifeste Dimensioniste,” Appendix 
1: “The Dimensionist Manifesto,” 13. 
449 Sirató, Manifeste Dimensioniste, in Botar, “Charles Sirató and the Manifeste Dimensioniste,” Appendix 
1: “The Dimensionist Manifesto,” 13.  
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from the exterior, becomes the centre and quinque-sensual subject of the artwork, which 
operates within a closed and completely controlled cosmic space.

450
 

 

As Henderson has noted, the manifesto is broadly conceived and it was thus able to 

appeal to the variety of spatial-temporal interests of its signatories.
451

 According to lore, the only 

invited artist who declined to sign the manifesto was Albert Gleizes, one of the most prominent 

pre-war theoreticians of higher dimesionality.
452

 Duchamp and Picabia, in contrast, were 

enthusiastic participants in Sirató’s project, adding their own interpretations of Dimensionism to 

the document’s addendum, entitled “Mosaic.”
453

 Duchamp, who dedicated a copy of his 

Rotorelief number 10 to Sirató, emphasized the visual effects of dimensionality through kinetics 

that he had explored in his rotating spirals since the early 1920s: “Use of movement in the plane 

for the creation of forms in space: Rotoreliefs.”
454

  

Picabia, a sometimes-poet, validated Sirató’s call for “literature in two dimensions” in his 

statement in the “Mosaic,” but also referred to his own painting. Picabia seems to describe his 

experimentation with space in the Transparencies, writing, “Why do I practice superposition in 

painting? Because it has not been done so up until now.”
455

 Picabia scholars have linked the 

signing of this document in 1936 to Picabia’s experimentation with abstraction in the following 

                                                
450 Sirató, Manifeste Dimensioniste, in Botar, “Charles Sirató and the Manifeste Dimensioniste,” Appendix 
1: “The Dimensionist Manifesto,” 13. 
451 Henderson, Fourth Dimension, 343. 
452 Botar, “Charles Sirató and the Manifeste Dimensioniste,” 9. 
453 Sirató, Manifeste Dimensioniste, in Botar, “Charles Sirató and the Manifeste Dimensioniste,” Appendix 
2: “Mosaic,” 15-17. The “Mosaic” was a collection of texts from the verso of the loose-leaf insert to the 
planned La Revue N + 1. It appeared in abbreviated form on the insert included with plastique, no. 2 
(Summer 1937). 
454 Botar, “Charles Sirató and the Manifeste Dimensioniste,” 10; Sirató, Manifeste Dimensioniste, in Botar, 
“Charles Sirató and the Manifeste Dimensioniste,” Appendix 2: “Mosaic,” 16. 
455 Sirató, Manifeste Dimensioniste, in Botar, “Charles Sirató and the Manifeste Dimensioniste,” Appendix 
2: “Mosaic,” 15. 
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two years, as seen in works such as 7091 (1938, Fig. 54).
456

 This assumption is likely due to the 

presumed influence of the abstract orientation of many of the manifesto’s signatories, but these 

accounts ignore entirely the significance of Picabia’s “Mosaic” statement. The “superposition” 

that he cites as his personal commitment to Dimensionism clearly derives from the layered 

compositions of the Transparencies. This technique of superimposition continued beyond 

Picabia’s turn to so-called “Brutalism” in 1933 and was seen shortly before the publication of the 

“Dimensionist Manifesto” in works such as Apollo and His Steeds (1935, Fig. 55). The hallmark 

of the Transparencies—“superposition”—therefore remained for Picabia closely linked to ideas 

of dimensionality, bearing out an assertion of the series’ various points of contact with both pre- 

and postwar interpretations of higher space. 

Though the Manifeste Dimensioniste never progressed as a movement beyond its 

publication in N + 1, its self-description as “Deductive with respect to the past. Inductive with 

respect to the future. Alive in the present,” would surely have appealed to Picabia as he emerged 

from the spatial experimentation with classical forms represented by the Transparencies.
457

 

Perhaps Picabia’s return to the earlier notion of the fourth dimension, which was losing traction in 

the face of relativity theory in the 1920s, represents another sort of tradition or classicism within 

his oeuvre. Picabia’s application of spatial and perceptual formal experimentation to the clear, 

harmonious forms of Renaissance painting and antique statues both interrogates and reinvigorates 

these classical forms. Simultaneously, however, the Transparencies represent in their connections 

                                                
456 Pierre, La peinture sans aura, 238. See also Borràs, Picabia, 382-383; Camfield, His Art, 251. 
457 Sirató, Manifeste Dimensioniste, in Botar, “Charles Sirató and the Manifeste Dimensioniste,” Appendix 
1, “The Dimensionist Manifesto,” 14. See also Botar, “Charles Sirató and the Manifeste Dimensioniste,” 
11. The Arps and Cesar Domela reprinted the manifesto in 1937 in their journal, Plastique, but Sirató was 
too ill to publicize the document, and without his deep knowledge of the scientific theories underpinning 
the manifesto, the planned movement failed to take root. See Botar, “Charles Sirató and the Manifeste 
Dimensioniste,” 11-12. 
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to dimensionality a new interpretation of this abstract concept in a radically different visual 

vocabulary. 
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Conclusion 

 
Picabia’s Transparency paintings defy strict categorization as either a mockery of 

neoclassical forms, or a reactionary embrace of the classicizing spirit of the interwar years.458 

Rather, the Transparencies represent Picabia’s new visual marriage of the concern with higher 

dimensionality that originated in his Cubist years with the readymade imagery of Dada. As we 

have seen, Picabia’s interests in the fourth dimension and appropriation did not disappear after 

the “nomad” artist moved on from Cubism and Dada as movements. Instead, they remained 

consistent and increasingly intertwined throughout his work, appearing in the symbolic expanded 

perception and mechanical imagery of Optophone before reaching their apotheosis in the 

Transparencies’ layers of flattened Renaissance and antique forms (Figs. 24 & 37).459 In the late 

1920s and early 1930s, Picabia’s interest, albeit irreverent, in the classical tradition seen in his 

engagement with Ingres via the Espagnoles blossomed in the Transparencies (Fig. 33). This 

series reflects Picabia’s longstanding interrogation of issues of perception, illusionism, and 

representation—many codified during the very era from which he drew the Renaissance imagery 

found in the Transparencies. Picabia’s distinctly modern mode of classicism removes classical 

images from tradition and makes them speak to the present, underscoring the artist’s statement 

that “there is no antiquity.”460 

Considered not only within his body of work, but also within the broader context of his 

life and affiliations, Picabia’s Transparencies are illuminated by the commentary of his friend 

                                                
458 See Cochran, “Gilded Cages,” 146; Buchloh, “Figures of Authority,” 39-68. 
459 Picabia, “M. Picabia se sépare des Dadas,” 263. 
460 Picabia, undated manuscript (c. 1930), in Derouet, ed., Lettres à Léonce Rosenberg, 79, quoted in 
Christopher Green, “There is No Antiquity,” 1. Green’s essay provides a nuanced reading of these four 
artists’ approaches to antiquity, which he argues spring not from an interest in a dominant tradition or 
affinities between the modern and the antique or primitive, but rather from the artists’ interest in the very 
instability of classical images. 
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Gertrude Stein. Her impressions in The Autobiography of Alice B. Toklas, Everybody’s 

Autobiography, her “Picabia Stanza,” and her prefaces for Picabia’s exhibitions give us valuable 

insight into their shared intellectual concerns and conversations about Picabia’s painting, as well 

as his influence on Stein’s writing in the early and mid-1930s. Unfortunately, the work of both 

Stein and Picabia from this period has suffered in esteem; Stein’s “audience writing” has been 

judged less vital than her purely experimental work, with the “outer” demands of her audience 

outweighing her “inner” drive to produce purely experimental writing. Similarly, Picabia’s post-

1925 painting often elicits indifference, hostility, or confusion in an audience that prefers the 

artist’s Dada punch lines or views with suspicion the seductive contours of the classical imagery 

that dominated his painting after his vociferous break with modern movements.461 In such views 

both Picabia and Stein abandoned modernism and retired from their decades-long positions as 

creative mavericks for the comfort of the South of France, or, worse, for profit.462  

Nevertheless, a comparison of the stylistic and theoretical underpinnings of Stein and 

Picabia’s work from the late 1920s and early 1930s demonstrates that neither entirely abandoned 

their earlier experimentation, but rather consciously sought new forms of expression in which it 

might manifest itself. Both continued to explore “figuration”: Stein created works that defined a 

personality, but turned the focus of her word “portraits” from friends like Matisse and Picasso to 

herself as a subject, while Picabia nimbly moved from representations of people through abstract 

impressions or machines, to the enigmatic Espagnoles, before focusing on the human form as his 

subject in the Transparencies. Stein’s admission—in an “autobiography,” no less—that “the 

human being essentially is not paintable” indicates her and Picabia’s shared sense that the 

representation of a human figure or subject must contain hidden or interior aspects of the 
                                                
461 Dydo, The Language That Rises, 5. 
462 See Dydo, “The Other Autobiography”; Conrad, “American Marketplace,” regarding Stein’s attempt to 
write a bestseller.  
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individual in order to be truthful, suggesting that both were still engaged with the new realities 

posed by the fourth dimension in the first decades of the century.463 In the late 1920s and early 

1930s, Stein and Picabia challenged themselves to explore the possibilities of reality in 

representation through styles that were deceptively “realistic,” but charged with vibrations, or 

suggestions of the invisible. 

Stein’s and Picabia’s positions at the forefront of avant-garde movements exploring the 

fourth dimension in Paris and New York in the 1910s informs the various scientific, 

philosophical, and even occult interpretations of the fourth dimension that emerged in their work 

in the 1920s and 1930s. “The reality of the twentieth century” that Stein and Picasso struggled to 

represent in the first decade of the century was one that increasingly undermined vision as a 

reliable source of information about the world.464 Just as the discovery of the X-ray made visible 

the hidden interior of the human body, the Cubists suggested in their paintings not only the 

interiors of figures, but also the expanse of invisible, higher-dimensional space that surrounded 

them. The possible existence of a fourth dimension undercut the commitment to illusionistic 

depiction of the third dimension in painting, and Cubist painters abandoned perspective for 

faceted or grid-like structures that shimmered on the surface of the picture plane. Picabia’s 

version of Cubist and post-Cubist painting responded in his own way to the stimulus of painting a 

higher reality by emphasizing subjectively felt internal impressions. Echoing the clairvoyant 

vision of higher-dimensional beings seen in Bragdon’s A Primer of Higher Space, in 1913 

Picabia depicted New York “as perceived through the body,” rather than as seen visually (Figs. 8 

& 10). 
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In the 1920s, Picabia’s close friend Duchamp’s optical experiments further demonstrated 

the artifice of perspectival illusionism by creating the impression of three dimensions from two 

by activating a flat surface (Figs. 27 & 28). Picabia seems to have shared this interest in optics, 

and gave it a perverse interpretation in the concentric circles and functional symbolism of 

Optophone, inspired by a machine for the blind. Of the Transparencies, Duchamp wrote that 

Picabia’s use of transparent human forms and colors created a third dimension “without the aid of 

perspective.”465 From the geometric facets of Cubism, which rejected a sense of illusionistic depth 

and deformed its subjects, Picabia adopted a mode of figuration in the Transparencies that at once 

denied perspective and created an entirely new sense of space based on layers. 

At the same time that the X-ray rendered visible previously invisible physical realms and 

suggested parallel spatial dimensions, it offered an analogy for the knowledge of the unseen 

promised by philosophers of the fourth dimension such as Hinton and Bragdon.466 Stein’s 

commitment in her writing to the “description of inner and outer reality,” and Picabia’s statement 

that the Transparencies are “the resemblance of my interior desires” suggest their attempts to 

externalize the internal, or visualize the invisible in their work.467 Stein attempted to do so by 

forsaking temporal linearity for an epistemological narrative in works such as Alice B. Toklas, 

while Picabia perhaps evoked in his dreamlike Transparencies the store of overlapping classical 

images that were always present within him while painting. Their evocation of thoughts as well as 

forms contributed to the “vibration in the line” used to depict the human body that Stein describes 

in Alice B. Toklas as the result of balancing internal and external realities.468 Stein and Picabia’s 

attempts to move beyond the sensible world parallels the themes of the elevated consciousness of 
                                                
465 Duchamp, “Francis Picabia,” 5.  
466 See Bragdon, Primer of Higher Space, Plates 18 and 19. 
467 Stein, Alice B. Toklas, 210-211; Picabia, in Trente ans de peinture, n.p., translated in Camfield, His Art, 
239. 
468 Stein, Alice B. Toklas, 210-211. 
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the fourth dimension in the work of Hinton, Bragdon, and the Theosophists, and even prompted 

the occultist Vivian du Mas to identify Picabia as a clairvoyant.469 

Einstein’s theory of relativity, popularized after 1919, revolutionized the conception of 

the fourth dimension thereafter. Though Picabia appears to have retained his prewar interest in 

the spatial, not temporal, fourth dimension in the Transparencies, further scholarship might 

explore the impact of Einstein’s theory on artists’ renegotiation of classical antiquity in the 1920s 

following the popularization of the temporal fourth dimension. As Sirató’s Manifeste 

Dimensioniste suggests, however, by 1936, former Cubist artists including Picabia and Duchamp 

were interested in enshrining both spatial and temporal dimensionality in the modernist platform. 

Photography offers a final unifying theme of the Transparencies in context. It appears in 

commentary on the works from disparate sources, including Stein and du Mas, but also provides a 

framework for shifting understandings of reality in the early twentieth century. From the ability 

of the X-ray photograph to make visible the previously unseen, to popular photography’s use of 

visible light to fix fleeting images in time, photography in the early twentieth century was closely 

linked to issues of the visible and the ephemeral. In the 1920s, Picabia defined an artistic position 

that at once rejected painterly aspiration towards photographic realism as “monkeying about,” 

while increasingly using technical drawings, photographs and, soon, photographic reproductions 

and etchings of artworks as source images for his paintings.470 Picabia’s 1923 “Manifesto of Good 

Taste” presages the resolution of both his instinctual and appropriation-based creative drives in 

the Transparencies: “Painting should evolve towards the reproduction of life without thereby 

lowering itself to the slavish imitation of photography. It is my ambition to paint men and women 

                                                
469 Du Mas, “L’occultisme,” 115-117. Author’s translation. 
470 Picabia, “L’Oeil cacodylate,” 277-278. 
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as my esoteric imagination dictates….”471 Picabia’s overt manipulation of photographically 

derived images in the Transparencies undercuts the assumed reality that photographs present, 

depicting the images not as the artist sees them, but as he imagines them. Thus, in Stein’s 

estimation, Picabia’s painting is at once related to photography, but has “nothing to do with the 

surface seen.”472 The resulting superimposition instead suggests a different sort of reality; 

Maeterlinck proposed that such accumulated images offered a record akin to that of four-

dimensional space, a notion echoed by du Mas’s suggestion that Picabia functioned not as a 

camera, but as a clairvoyant.  

From this reading, Picabia’s Transparencies have emerged not as the beginning of his 

flattened, hard-lined figuration of the later 1930s and 1940s, but as the surprisingly seductive 

painted amalgamations of the artist’s Cubist-era anti-painterly and Dada-era anti-painting 

impulses, the capstone to years of avant-garde investigations. The artist’s insistence on his 

individuality, which caused his breaks with both movements, led him to devise in the late 1920s a 

style of “painting where all my instincts may have a free course.”473 The Transparencies manifest 

all of these “instincts”—Picabia’s longstanding interests in spatial dimensionality, appropriation, 

and the human figure—in any one painting. In this series, Picabia further removed the aura of 

antique and Renaissance artworks already sacrificed to their mechanical reproduction, subjecting 

them to the visual unrealities of the twentieth century in the hope of creating a new reality. 

                                                
471 Francis Picabia, “Manifeste du bon goût,” 239. 
472 Stein, “Preface” (1934), n.p. 
473 Picabia, in Trente ans de peinture, n.p., translated in Camfield, His Art, 239. 
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Figures 

 

 

Figure 1 Francis Picabia, Minos, 1929. Oil on panel, 59 x 37 3/16 in. (150 x 95 cm). Private 
Collection. 

 

 

Figure 2 Statue of Seated Augustus, from the Augusteum of Herculaneum. White marble, height: 
84 5/8 in. (215 cm). National Archaeological Museum, Naples. Inv. 6040. 
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Figure 3 Francis Picabia, Spanish Woman with Rose, 1916. Watercolor on paper, 22 x 17 1/3 in. 
(56 x 44 cm). Private Collection. 

 

 

Figure 4 Francis Picabia, Salomé, c. 1930. Oil on canvas, 76 3/4 x 51 1/4 in. (135 x 130 cm). 
Private Collection.   
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Figure 5 Francis Picabia, Dances at the Spring II, 1912. Oil on canvas, 99 1/8 x 98 in. (251.8 x 
248.9 cm). The Museum of Modern Art, New York. Gift of the Eugene and Agnes E. 
Meyer Collection, given by their family, 1412.1974. 

 

 

Figure 6 Francis Picabia, Procession, Seville, 1912. Oil on canvas, 48 x 48 in. (121.9 x 121.9 
cm). National Gallery of Art, Washington, D.C. Chester Dale Fund and Gift of Barbara 
Rothschild Michaels from the Collection of Herbert and Nannette Rothschild, 1997.43.1. 
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Figure 7 Marcel Duchamp, Nude Descending a Staircase (No. 2), 1912. Oil on canvas, 57 7/8 x 
35 1/8 inches (147 x 89.2 cm). Philadelphia Museum of Art. The Louise and Walter 
Arensberg Collection, 1950-134-59. 

 

 

Figure 8 Francis Picabia, The City of New York Perceived Through the Body, 1913. Watercolor 
on paper, 21 5/8 x 29 1/2 in. (55 x 75 cm). Private Collection. 
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Figure 9 Francis Picabia, Star Dancer on a Transatlantic Liner, 1913. Watercolor on paper, 29 
1/2 x 21 5/8 in. (75 x 55 cm). Private Collection.  

 

 

Figure 10 Claude Bragdon, Plate 30, A Primer of Higher Space (The Fourth Dimension). New 
York: The Manas Press, 1913. 
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Figure 11 Claude Bragdon, Plate 19, A Primer of Higher Space (The Fourth Dimension). New 
York: The Manas Press, 1913. 

 

 

Figure 12 Francis Picabia, Catch as Catch Can, 1913. Oil on canvas,��� 39 5/8 x 32 1/8 in. (100.6 x 
81.6 cm). Philadelphia Museum of Art. The Louise and Walter Arensberg Collection, 
1950-134-156. 
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Figure 13 Francis Picabia, Voilà Haviland, from 291, no. 5-6, New York, July-August 1915.  

 

 

Figure 14 Advertisement for the Wallace portable electric lamp, from Hardware Dealer’s 
Magazine, New York, April 1915.  
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Figure 15 Francis Picabia, Machine Turn Quickly, 1916/1918. Brush and ink with watercolor and 
shell gold on paper, laid down on canvas, 19 1/2 x 12 7/8 in. (49.6 x 32.7 cm). National 
Gallery of Art, Washington, D.C. Patrons’ Permanent Fund, 1989.10.1.  

 

 

Figure 16 Francis Picabia, Ass, 1917, sheet pasted on cover for 391, no. 5, New York, July 1917. 
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Figure 17 Francis Picabia, Molecular Construction, cover of 391, no. 8, Zurich, February 1919. 

 

 

Figure 18 Francis Picabia, The Cacodylic Eye, 1921. Oil and paper on canvas, 58 1/2 x 46 1/4 in. 
(148.6 x 117.4 cm). Musée national d’art moderne, Centre Georges Pompidou, Paris. 
Purchase, 1967. 
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Figure 19 Francis Picabia, The Hot Eyes, 1921 (destroyed). Ripolin? on canvas, 78 x 62 1/4 in. 
(198 x 158 cm). 

 

 

Figure 20 Francis Picabia, Ignorance is No Defense, cover of Littérature no. 5, Paris, October 
1922. 
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Figure 21 Francis Picabia, Spanish Woman with Cigarette, c. 1916-1917. Watercolor on paper, 
28 1/3 x 20 1/8 (72 x 51 cm). Private Collection. 

 

 

Figure 22 Francis Picabia, The Fig Leaf, 1922. Ripolin on canvas, 78 x 62 1/4 in. (198 x 158 
cm). Tate, London. Purchased, 1984, Ref. T03845. 
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Figure 23 View of Picabia’s exhibition at Galeries Dalmau, Barcelona, 1922. 

 

 

Figure 24 Francis Picabia, Optophone, 1922. Ink and watercolor on composition board, 28 3/8 x 
23 5/8 in. (72 x 60 cm). Private Collection. 
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Figure 25 E. E. Fournier d’Albe’s optophone (siren disk labeled “D” at center), in “The Type-
Reading Optophone: An Instrument Which Enables the Blind to Read Ordinary Print,” in 
Scientific American Monthly, October 1920.  

 

 

Figure 26 Marcel Duchamp, To Be Looked At (from the Other Side of the Glass) with One Eye, 
Close to, for Almost an Hour, 1918. Oil, silver leaf, lead wire, and magnifying lens on 
glass (cracked), mounted between panes of glass in a standing metal frame, 20 1/8 x 16 
1/4 x 1 1/2 in. (51 x 41.2 x 3.7 cm), on painted wood base, 1 7/8 x 17 7/8 x 4 1/2 in. (4.8 
x 45.3 x 11.4 cm), Overall 22 in. (55.8 cm) high. The Museum of Modern Art, New 
York. Katherine S. Dreier Bequest, 150.1953. 
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Figure 27 Marcel Duchamp, Rotary Glass Plates (Precision Optics), 1920. Painted glass, iron, 
electric motor, and mixed media, 65 1/4 x 62 x 38 in. (165.7 x 157.5 x 96.5 cm). Yale 
University Art Gallery. Gift of Collection Société Anonyme, 1941.446a-c. 

 

 

Figure 28 Marcel Duchamp, Rotoreliefs (Optical Discs), 1935. Offset lithographs, 7 15/16 in. (20 
cm) diameter. Private Collection. 
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Figure 29 Francis Picabia, Optophone II, c. 1922-23. Oil on canvas, 45 5/8 x 35 in. (116.5 x 89 
cm). Musée d’Art Moderne de la Ville de Paris. 

 

 

Figure 30 Francis Picabia, Lampe, c. 1923. Pencil, ink, and gouache on paper, 24 5/8 x 18 1/2 in. 
(62.5 x 47 cm). Private Collection. 
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Figure 31 Cover of catalogue for Picabia’s exhibition at Galeries Dalmau, Barcelona, 1922. 

 

 

Figure 32 Francis Picabia, Breton and Initiate at the Cup of Rimbaud, illustration for 391, no. 16, 
Paris, 1924. 
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Figure 33 Francis Picabia, Young Girl in Paradise, c. 1927-28. Watercolor and pencil on paper, 
32 1/8 x 29 in. (81.5 x 73.5 cm). Private Collection. 

 

 

Figure 34 Francis Picabia, The Three Graces, 1924-27. Oil on cardboard, 41 3/8 x 29 1/2 in. (105 
x 75 cm). Private Collection. 
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Figure 35 Francis Picabia, The Shadow, c. 1928. Gouache and cellophane on cardboard, 41 3/4 x 
29 1/2 in. (105 x 75 cm.). Private Collection. 

 

 

Figure 36 Francis Picabia, Jesus and the Dolphin, c. 1928. Gouache on cardboard, 44 7/8 x 29 
1/2 in. (114 x 75 cm). Private Collection. 
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Figure 37 Francis Picabia, Pavonia, 1929. Oil on panel, 58 7/8 x 67 5/16 in. (149.5 x 171 cm). 
Private Collection. 

 

 

Figure 38 Francis Picabia, Salicis, 1929. Oil on panel, 61 13/16 x 35 7/16 (157 x 90 cm). Musée 
national d’art moderne, Centre Georges Pompidou, Paris. AM 2000-196. 
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Figure 39 Francis Picabia, Rubi, c. 1928-1929. Oil on panel, 59 1/16 x 35 7/16 in. (150 x 90 
cm.). Private Collection.   

 

 

Figure 40 Francis Picabia, Otaïti, 1930. Oil and resin on canvas, 76 7/16 x 51 5/16 in. (194 x 
130.3 cm). Tate, London. Purchased with assistance from the Estate of Andre Deutsch 
and Tate Members 2005, Ref. T11982. 
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Figure 41 Francis Picabia, Melibée, c. 1931. Oil on canvas, 84 3/4 x 51 1/4 in. (215 x 130 cm.). 
Private Collection. 

 

 

Figure 42 Francis Picabia, Mi, 1929. Oil and crayon on panel, 63 1/4 x 37 3/4 in. (160.5 x 95.8 
cm). Private Collection. 
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Figure 43 Francis Picabia, Bahia, 1931. Oil on canvas, 63 13/16 x 51 3/8 in. (162 x 130.5 cm). 
Private Collection. 

 

 

Figure 44 Francis Picabia, Volupté, c. 1932. Watercolor on cardboard, 24 13/16 x 18 7/8 (63 x 48 
cm). Private Collection. 
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Figure 45 Francis Picabia, Portrait of Olga Mohler, c. 1933. Oil on canvas, dimensions 
unknown. Private Collection. 

 

 

Figure 46 Francis Picabia, Pa, 1932. Oil on canvas, 25 9/16 x 21 1/4 in. (65 x 54 cm). Private 
Collection (ex-collection Gertrude Stein). 
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Figure 47 Francis Picabia, Ida, 1932. Oil on canvas, 25 9/16 x 21 5/16 in. (65 x 54.2 cm). Private 
Collection (ex-collection Gertrude Stein). 

 

 

Figure 48 Francis Picabia, Portrait of Gertrude Stein, 1933. Oil on canvas, 45 5/8 x 23 3/4 in. 
(116 x 60.4 cm). Gertrude Stein Collection, Collection of American Literature, Beinecke 
Rare Books and Manuscript Library, Yale University, New Haven, Connecticut (ex-
collection Gertrude Stein). 
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Figure 49 Francis Picabia, Man and Woman at the Seashore, 1935. Oil on canvas, 45 5/8 x 35 in. 
(116 x 89 cm). Private Collection. 

 

 

Figure 50 Francis Picabia, Catax, c. 1929. Oil, gouache, watercolor, and pencil on card laid on 
board, 41 3/8 x 29 1/2 in. (105 x 75 cm). Private Collection. 
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Figure 51 Claude Bragdon, Plate 12, A Primer of Higher Space (The Fourth Dimension). New 
York: The Manas Press, 1913.   

 

 

Figure 52 Francis Picabia, Mechanical Expression Seen Through Our Own Mechanical 
Expression, 1913. Watercolor and pencil on paper, 7 3/4 x 6 1/4 in. (19.7 x 16 cm). 
Private Collection. 
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Figure 53 Marcel Duchamp, The Bride Stripped Bare by Her Bachelors, Even (The Large Glass), 
1915-1923. Oil, varnish, lead foil, lead wire, and dust on two glass panels, ���109 1/4 x 70 x 
3 3/8 in. (277.5 x 177.8 x 8.6 cm). Philadelphia Museum of Art. Bequest of Katherine S. 
Dreier, 1952-98-1. 

 

 

Figure 54 Francis Picabia, 7091, c. 1938. Oil on cardboard, 23 1/2 x 19 1/4 in. (60 x 49 cm). 
Private Collection. 
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Figure 55 Francis Picabia, Apollo and His Steeds, 1935. Oil on canvas, 63 3/4 x 51 1/8 in. (162 x 
130 cm). Private Collection. 
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Appendices: Stein’s 1932 and 1934 Prefaces 

 

 

 
Appendix 1 Gertrude Stein. “Preface.” Exposition de dessins par Francis Picabia. Exh. cat., 
Paris: Chez Léonce Rosenberg, 1932 
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Appendix 2 Gertrude Stein. “Preface.” Recent Paintings by Francis Picabia. Exh. cat., New 
York: Valentine Gallery, 1934.
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