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Preface

Whenever I leaf through a biography of a creative person, I find information on the first pages of the book that is especially helpful in my work. The information has to do with one or more childhood events whose traces are always apparent in the person’s creative work, usually running through it like a continuous thread. In spite of this, the individual childhood events usually are not given any prominence by the biographer. The facts surrounding them could be likened to a key ring we have found but have no use for. We don’t know who the owner is, and we suspect the person has long since moved to another house and therefore will no longer have the slightest interest in the lost keys.

Is it permissible, then, for me to take these keys and try to match them to the doors of old houses to discover a life that has long been waiting to be recognized? It may be considered indiscreet to open the doors of someone else’s house and rummage around in other people’s family histories. Since so many of us still have the tendency to idealize our parents, my undertaking may even be regarded as improper. And yet it is something that I think must be done, for the amazing knowledge that comes to light from behind those previously locked doors contributes substantially toward helping people rescue themselves from their dangerous sleep and all its grave consequences.



ONE

Repressed Childhood Experiences in Art




1

PABLO PICASSO:
The Earthquake in Málaga and the Painter’s Eye of a Child

The throngs of people at the exhibit of Picasso’s late works in Basel make it difficult to get a good look at the pictures. Groups of students are being told by experts how they should interpret Picasso. They are trying hard to understand something they could learn about just as well at home from Picasso reproductions—for example, his skill in composition. Many of them yawn, turn away from the pictures, look at their watches, and probably think of the cup of coffee that will come to their rescue. The expert who is instructing them doesn’t give up; he tries the theory of color, explaining how the orange makes the blue stand out and how well Picasso knew which colors to use for a strong effect. This too seems to bore the students. They are making a visible effort to take in what their instructor is saying and to be sure not to forget it, but the Picasso who is being explained here is somehow dead, one artist among others who have great skill and a mastery of color and form.

Yet along with the many bored and yawning faces, I think I can detect some that are curious, fascinated, and disquieted. I myself feel something like gratitude for this great festival of color I am permitted to feast my eyes on and for Picasso’s courage, from which I take inspiration. This man, nearly ninety when he painted these pictures, disregarded all convention as well as his own technical ability and attained what he had wished for all his life: the spontaneity and freedom of a child, which his perfectionism robbed him of in childhood.

It may have been precisely this inspiring power of Picasso’s late works that helped me gradually forget the great crowds of bored people around me until finally I was fully able to enter inwardly on this adventure. I seemed to be sensing a man’s last strenuous efforts to express the most hidden secrets of his life with every means at his disposal before it’s too late, before death takes the brush from his hand.

A great deal has been written about the sexual themes in Picasso’s work, and they have always been understood as a sign of his virility. The fact that he depicted male and female genital organs with increasing frequency as he grew older, even right up to his death, has been attributed to his declining libido and a longing for pleasures no longer attainable. But anyone who makes the effort to discover the emotional content of Picasso’s last pictures of nude men and women will probably sense a sorrow that is much deeper and whose roots reach back much further in Picasso’s life than can be explained by an aging man’s regrets at his waning sexual vitality.

But what is the origin of his suffering? I asked myself as I walked through the exhibit, and at first I found no answer. I sensed his suffering not only in the themes but also in the force of the brush movements, in the vehement way he sometimes applied the color and conjured up new feelings that had to be given form. I had the impression that these paintings express a struggle between what Picasso must do and what he is able to do, between the necessity of making these strokes and no other, of using this color and no other, and a highly conscious, masterful eye that cannot unlearn the laws of color theory and composition even if it would like to. The force of necessity increases with such intensity in Picasso’s late works that his ability becomes secondary. Feeling is no longer given a shape, as it was in the painting Guernica; now it is lived and becomes pure expression. He no longer does drawings, he no longer counts on the viewer’s comprehension; there remains only his haste to produce the unsayable, to say it with colors. But what was the unsayable for Picasso?

I viewed the exhibit of his late works with this question in mind and found no answer. I leafed through an endless number of Picasso biographies, searching for traumatic experiences in his childhood. Since the efficiency of defense mechanisms decreases in old age, since repression works with less ingenuity, it was possible, I thought, that traces of childhood trauma not evident before might become visible in his late works. But at first such traces were undetectable; here was a child who was loved, who had a happy home life.…

Even though I know that biographers are seldom interested in their subjects’ childhood, I nevertheless found it astonishing that in so many books about such a famous man of our time there was very little—and always the same—information about Picasso’s first years: he was born in 1881 in Málaga; his father taught drawing; his mother loved him above all else; at the age of ten he moved to Barcelona; at age fourteen he entered an art school in Madrid and was the best student there; when he was seventeen, his father gave him his palette and stopped painting. This chronology is repeated in all the biographies. Then events that took place in the Spain of that day and in the rest of the world are described in great detail. The financial difficulties of his forebears are also thoroughly discussed, but Pablo Picasso the child is scarcely to be found. The biography by Josep Palau i Fabre was the only one in which I found a few pages that could give me some insight into Picasso’s childhood. Although the facts were scattered here and there, with time they took on meaning and revealed the logical connections I was looking for. I read with amazement, for example, about Picasso’s behavior in school:


It appears that Picasso’s reluctance to go to school was so great that it finally caused him to fall really ill. The doctor said that he had an infection of the kidneys and could not continue to attend classes in that dank building. This news was received with great enthusiasm by little Pablo, for he thought that it meant he would never have to go to school again. And even at the fairly ripe age of eighty-six, Picasso told me that he could never remember the sequence of the alphabet and could not understand how he had ever learned to read and write—or, above all, to count.



When we look back on this childhood situation from the perspective of a famous painter, it seems understandable that the monotonous routine of school would not meet the needs of a child of genius. But it is not that simple. It may be that an alert child is not interested in the multiplication tables or in lists of spelling words because he has already mastered them, whereas the other children are still having trouble. But Picasso was having difficulty learning his ABC’s. The description of his behavior in school indicates that something entirely different was bothering him. But what?

I continued reading and learned that a second sister was born when he was six and was just starting school. This in itself need not cause problems in school, one might argue, for his mother idolized him and his father was extraordinarily supportive. But what did the birth of his second sister mean for Pablo? Could this event have reminded him of an earlier one? One would have to know the conditions surrounding the birth of his first sister, I thought. I continued my search and was amazed when I found the answer. How is it possible, I wondered, that these facts did not find their way into all the Picasso books, that they were never linked to Guernica? Palau i Fabre writes:


One evening in mid-December 1884—when Picasso was just three years old—there was an earthquake in Málaga. Don José was chatting with some friends in the room behind the local chemist’s shop when he saw the rows of jars on the shelves crashing to the floor. The party broke up immediately, its members hastening to their various homes. Don José was in his apartment in a very few moments and said to his wife: “These rooms are too big, María: get dressed quickly! And you, Pablo, come along with me.”

Picasso’s own account of this incident, as told to Sabartés, went as follows: “My mother was wearing a kerchief on her head: I had never seen her like that before. My father took his cloak from its hanger, flung it over his shoulders, snatched me up and wrapped me in its folds until only my head was peeping out.”

They then left the apartment and went to Muñoz Degrain’s house, at No. 60 in the Calle de la Victoria.…

The Calle de la Victoria, which is one of the longest streets in Málaga, runs parallel to the western slope of the hill of Gibralfaro. It does not exactly lean on this slope, as has been said, but almost certainly the foundations of its houses are set upon the rocky outcrops of the hill. This was the explicit reason that led Don José to seek a refuge for his family in that house. Muñoz Degrain himself was away from home at the time, having gone to Rome on a painting trip with Moreno Carbonero.

A few days after moving into this temporary home—on 28th December 1884, to be precise, according to the attached birth certificate—the couple’s second child was born, a girl who was given the name Lola (the most usual diminutive of Dolores).…

The earthquake that led to the family’s removal must have been quite a considerable one, for a few days later King Alfonso XII visited Málaga to see the extent of the damage for himself.



I didn’t find the exact date of the earthquake in any of the numerous biographies, but after making some telephone inquiries I finally learned that on December 25, 1884, Spain was shaken by a severe earthquake, with six seismic shocks occurring between nine and eleven at night. The epicenter was in Arenas del Rey, less than twenty miles from Málaga. Many years later Picasso told his friend Sabartés: “ ‘My father thought it safer to be near the rocks.’ ” Sabartés himelf adds, “There [the family] spent anxious days waiting for the earth to settle.” Picasso’s sister was born three days after the earthquake; possibly labor was induced by the fright his mother experienced. So in the space of three days the three-year-old Picasso had to cope with the shock of an earthquake and the birth of his first sister in a highly unusual situation and in strange surroundings.

This example made clear to me once again how fruitless historical research can be if the psychological significance of external events is not taken into consideration simply because an adult is rarely able to understand the feelings of a child. Just try to imagine what it must be like for a three-year-old to have his father take him and his pregnant mother through the dark city during an earthquake to a strange house and then to be present at the birth of his sister. In Picasso’s case two additional factors were at work: being encouraged to see by his father and being told to be silent by his mother. As a little boy, he began to perfect his way of seeing, but he was not supposed to put what he saw into words. All his life, Picasso was proud of his “discretion,” the result of his mother’s warning—one of his earliest memories—“not to say anything about anybody or anything.”

Picasso’s mother liked to tell people that her son could draw before he could walk. His first word was piz, one of whose meanings in Spanish is “pencil” in baby talk. His father took the greatest pleasure in the little boy’s progress in drawing, a fact that surely did not escape the son’s notice. When he was drawing, Pablo no doubt received the most attention and encouragement from his father, attention that in an otherwise female household was naturally very important. His father’s fondest wish was for his son to win the recognition as a painter that he himself, to his sorrow, had never been given. And the son’s wish was for his father to love him.

By the age of three, Picasso was already drawing from his father’s models; in particular he drew doves. This taught the boy to look very carefully, to observe an object closely, and to distinguish among the variety of forms. The earlier a child masters something, the more deeply it becomes imprinted and the more certain he is of success for the rest of his life. This is why, conversely, negative messages and experiences are so difficult to unlearn.

Picasso had just turned three in October 1884. What happens to a child who has learned so well at such an early age to use his eyes, to observe his surroundings very closely and register every change, when he is subjected to as terrible a trauma as an earthquake? Perhaps his poem about Spain, written in 1936, can give us a faint idea:


Children’s screams screams of women bird screams flower screams screams of beams and stones screams of bricks screams of furniture of beds of chairs of curtains of frying pans of cats and of papers screams of smells that scrape at one another screams of smoke that burns in the throats of the screams cooking in the pot and screams of raining birds who flood the sea which gnaws the bone that breaks its teeth …



Because I saw in these words the verbal and in Guernica the visual portrayal of an earthquake as experienced by a child, I thought my discovery would have to be equally exciting for others. But I was mistaken. Picasso experts said that it had happened too long ago and that biography had no significance for the work of such a great painter. Again and again, I am deeply affected by facts that do not count for others—at first. But years later, when resistance has somehow been weakened, it occasionally happens that what was once so vehemently disputed is then taken for granted by others too.

We don’t know precisely what was taking place on the Calle de la Victoria as little Pablo was being carried down the long street by his father, but we have a good idea. No doubt the boy saw horses lying in the street, contorted faces, children wandering around; he must have heard terrible screams of fear. Unfortunately, no scholars have yet tried to find out how severe the earthquake in Málaga was, whether houses collapsed as well, and what scenes of human misery and suffering took place before the observant eyes of a child who was later to be a genius. For lack of this information, we can turn to Guernica, painted in 1937, in which Picasso portrayed the misery of a war he never was in. He painted the scene in such a way that those who see it can experience their own feelings of horror, terror, and helplessness in the face of total destruction—provided they do not let themselves be distracted by the opinions of art critics. He even painted himself over to the right as the bewildered child in the cellar.

Guernica owes the immediacy of its emotional impact on the viewer, it now strikes me, to Picasso’s experiences during the 1884 earthquake in Málaga, experiences that affected his imagination so profoundly that they played an enduring role in his art. The crying, contorted female faces he painted in the period following Guernica can even be traced directly in theme to these experiences. He is not attempting to express his own inner state in the faces he paints, as is the case with Edvard Munch in The Scream or with various other expressionist painters; rather, Picasso’s portrayals are of actual screaming and crying women, but their features cannot be clearly distinguished and their suffering, circumstances, and history are as incomprehensible to us as strangers screaming in the street must be to a child who doesn’t know the reason for their terror.

As I looked at Picasso’s paintings, I often felt I was seeing with the eyes of the confused, uncomprehending, disoriented, but interested and curious child. We try to distinguish the individual parts of the bodies of his nudes: Where is the foot? Where is the hand? Why are the eyes placed so that they aren’t looking at us, so that they can’t look at anyone? Art historians tell us that Picasso wanted to show both the front and the back of a head simultaneously because that was part of his “program” at the time. But why? Was Picasso a person who had to adhere to programs? After all, he always abandoned a style once he had developed it, since it bored him to be tied to any one in particular. But the theme of the distorted human body haunted him all his life. It seems to me that his brush was guided by a compulsion he neither understood nor recognized and indeed could not explain because it emerged from his unconscious, which had been imprinted with his earliest childhood experiences. If Picasso had felt constrained to show proof of his ability, he would have stayed with one of his successful phases, perhaps the cubist one. But he had proven his ability long ago when he was still a little boy. Therefore, as an old man he was free to paint what his repressed experience dictated without having to demonstrate his mastery of technique, color, and so on; only then was he able to let what was stored in his unconscious speak through colors.

Little children often express their traumas in a painting the moment a brush is put into their hand. They don’t know what they are portraying, and unfortunately adults are practiced in overlooking the revealing content of children’s art. Picasso, however, did not have the opportunity to express himself spontaneously as a child; he said that he always painted grown-up pictures, and it took forty years before he was able to paint like a child, that is, to let his unconscious speak. In the same way that adults often are deaf to the cry for help expressed in a child’s drawing, taking pleasure instead in the pretty colors and broad strokes, the public received Picasso’s later, incomprehensible works with favor, for he was, after all, already recognized as a master.

One can, if one must, see the twisted, distorted female nudes still being done by the artist at ninety simply as a sign of his preoccupation with sex. I prefer to picture the three-year-old boy who, in the midst of all the turmoil of the earthquake and the family’s flight, was also witness to his sister’s birth. Even if the adults had thought the boy might be traumatized, an awareness of psychology that would not have been likely in those days, probably in the family’s temporary quarters no one could have kept this lively, curious child from witnessing the event around which everything now revolved. How does a woman giving birth look from the perspective of a three-year-old, and what happens in the young boy’s psyche when this woman writhing in pain happens to be his mother? And all this in surroundings that have just been rocked by an earthquake. The little boy had to repress his feelings, but many images no doubt remained fixed in his memory, although separated from their context.

It is an open question how much viewers can recognize of these events of early childhood in Picasso’s paintings. Such awareness should by no means be made into an obligatory program. I want only to indicate that even as severe a trauma as an earthquake need not be repressed entirely but can be represented in works of art if the traumatized child experienced his parents’ love and protection when the catastrophe occurred. In addition, I want to point out how much we miss if we disregard the dimension of early childhood experience.

The artist is left with his loneliness as the child was with his: posterity does not concern itself with his trauma but only with his achievement. His paintings can bring in high prices the same way his childhood accomplishments brought him high praise. The more his pictures are praised, however, the more the artist who painted them remains alone with his truth, as I sensed so clearly at the exhibit in Basel. An earthquake in Málaga in 1884? Who cares about that today? Witness to the birth of his sister? What’s so unusual about that? But if we put everything together—the earthquake and the birth, the plight of his parents and of the whole city, an upbringing of seeing but remaining silent—a particular constellation emerges that was of indelible significance for this particular individual, Pablo Picasso. Had Picasso not been carried along the Calle de la Victoria in the arms of the father he loved, he might have become psychotic or he might have had to repress the trauma so totally that he would have become an upstanding, compulsive functionary in Franco’s Spain. Then it would have been no coincidence if he had taken a special interest in the production of weapons capable of destroying whole cities in one blow.

His father’s sheltering arms made it possible for the little boy to overcome his terrifying experience in an optimal manner. Thanks to this protective care, he was able to store what he saw in a way that permitted him to keep expressing it in new forms in his art. Thus, he escaped psychosis as well as total emotional self-alienation (which characterizes the life of so many people) even though he suffered a severe trauma not only at the age of three but even at birth. Most biographers report major complications connected with Picasso’s birth. “Apparently, Picasso had such a difficult birth that he was at first thought to be stillborn. Such was evidently the opinion of the midwife, at any rate, for she left him lying on a table in order to devote her attention to his mother. It was only thanks to the presence of mind shown by his doctor uncle, Don Salvador, that the baby came to life.” Thus, Picasso, like so many babies, was deprived at birth of being held in his mother’s arms, of finding comfort and reassurance there after surviving the struggle for life, and of storing up tenderness and a feeling of trust at this crucial moment. But the later affection shown by his parents, aunts, and cousins helped him to keep taking anew the step leading from death to life. Many of Picasso’s contemporaries and friends report that he felt wholly alive only when he was painting. Only then was it possible for him to escape the lethal compulsion to achieve and instead to taste the freedom of inspiration, feeling, and impulse—that is, of life.

The three-year-old Picasso was painfully reminded of the trauma of his own birth by the horrors of the earthquake, the proximity of death, and the birth of his sister. But these shocks to his psyche subsided, since the boy’s home life was happy and he was permitted to play. It was the discipline and constraints he experienced in school that reawakened his fears, especially since another birth, that of his second sister just as he was starting school, reminded him of his earlier trauma. This highly intelligent child at first reacted to school with learning problems and a severe illness, but as a result of the love and support of his family he did not succumb. He was allowed to rebel against the stultifying constraints confronting him and, even in the Spain of that day, succeeded in expressing his needs.


When taken to school Pablo always demanded, especially from his father, some sort of pledge or token; and quite frequently this was the pigeon he used as a model. And the teacher … was quite willing to let him keep this pigeon on his desk and draw it to his heart’s content. Nevertheless, the little boy had such an independent character that whenever he felt inspired to do so he would leave his place, walk over to the window, and tap on the glass on the off-chance of being noticed by somebody who might get him out. His uncle by marriage, Antonio Suárez Pizarro (the husband of Don José’s sister Eloisa Ruiz Blasco), since he lived opposite the school, used to keep an eye open for these appearances and would call for his nephew after one hour. This figure—one—seemed to Picasso, according to what he had been taught, to be the smallest possible unit, which was why he insisted on it. But how long the waiting felt, how long an hour could seem!



Even today, one hundred years later, parents still believe they must teach their little children discipline, for if the children are already used to being obedient, then they supposedly won’t have to “suffer” in school. It is fortunate that there are some children, like Picasso, who do not submit when confronted with rigidity because they haven’t experienced it at home. Pablo’s revolt against his school harmed no one, even if it did cause headaches for a few adults. It was the first step on the artist’s long journey leading away from constricting conventions to the freedom to create, to think, and to feel.
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