
Hans Bendix:

PICASSO
• Vallauris'in

A Danish artist visits "the Napoleon of art"

in his villa in the south of France.

W HEN I interviewed Matisse several
years ago I left Picasso in peace. There

have been twelve hundred books written about
him and every day there are about fifty articles
on him in newspapers all over the world. I
sometimes wonder if Shakespeare has had as
much publicity in the last four hundred years
as Picasso has in the last fifty.

However, I was collecting material for a series
on the great artists of our time and it was obvious
that Picasso could not be left out. So the next
time I was in the South of France I determined
to see him, With the years his unwillingness
to see the press has become almost as great as
Garbo's. I had to find a good excuse for break-
ing in on him.

I went first to his workshop in the village of
Vallauris, to see whether his assistant could do
anything for me. With me T had a copy of an
article which had appeared in a Danish' paper.
It was probably unique in the history of journal-
ism because it described an interview in which
not a single word was spoken by the person
being interviewed! It revealed that Picasso had
shown talent in his early years but later devel-
oped into an unscrupulous money-grabber. I
knew that Picasso was now devoted to his
ceramics and his village and did not care to be
interviewed. But I did not want to interview
him. I only wanted to meet him and find out
whether m.y fellow journalist had talked to him
in person or whether he had lahrirated the whole

Picasso by Bendix

interview and then used it to attack the maitre in
the Scandinavian press.

I explained this to Picasso's assistant as we
stood by his oven.

Next day the potter sent his son to show me
the way from the village/up to La Galloise, the
villa that is Picasso's home. There was nothing
special about it-a dullish French villa of the
bourgeois class with the usual fountain of terra
cotta and glazed tiles.

I heard the sound of voices from behind the
closed shutters. The young man went inside and
the noise increased. I could hear Picasso's voice,
talking about everything under the sun except
the Danish journalist waiting' outside on the
terrace. For three-quarters of an hour I gazed
at that exasperating fountain and tried making
friendly overtures to a savage-looking bullclog.
I had resigned myself to the thought that every·
one had forgotten me when the young man
appeared again and asked me to come in.

I found myself in a long, tiled corridor. The
voices were louder than ever; and no one heard
my knock. I glanced through an open door into
a large room. It was quite an ordinary room,
not a bit like a studio, but apparently it was
here that the painter worked, for it was crammed
with easels and unframed pictures, sketches and
plaster casts and rolls of drawing paper. I ought
to have taken a closer look, but I wasted the
opportunity. so I can neither give an exact
description of the room nor forecast what we may
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expect from Picasso's hand in the future. Instead
I knocked again at the door across the corridor,
more loudly this time.

An impatient shout from Picasso-"Corne in,
then. I'm an old man. How long does he think
he is going to keep me waiting!"

It was his bedroom. He was squatting' on
the big iron bed, looking like Gandhi during
one of his fasts. The Napoleon of art was a;
little man, clad only in his nightshirt, sitting
with his bare knees hunched up under his chin
and his coarse-looking Tlan~s clasped ,round his
legs, his fingers and toes wiggling with impa-
tience. The walls of the room were covered with
large mirrors, hut apart from these there was
nothing of the boudoir. The levees of Louis XIV,
I imagine, were quite different.

The other people in the room, whose voices
I had heard, were the widow of a Spanish sculp-
tor, Manolo, and her daughter, Rosita. A naked
light bulb hung from the ceiling. Old news-
papers, magazines, photographs, and twisted
letters were strewn over the floor and every piece
of furniture. Two fountain pens and a writing
pad lay on the rumpled quilt. Mme. Manalo
bounced up and down at the foot of the bed.

"Please forgive me for receiving you like this,
in bed," Picasso said.

"Thank you for receiving me at all."
,"What's all this about some story?"
He asked me to translate the interview for

him, but I could not do it fast enough for him.
"Just tell me briefly what it says. I can't pro-

teet myself against what people write about me.
Anyway do you think it really matters?"

"The man who wrote it is the author of a well-
known book on the Resistance movement," I
replied.'

One of the houses on the estate was occupied
by an old Danish woman who paints dreadfully
sentimental pictures supposed to represent scenes
from Hans Andersen, and apparently the author
had got most of his information from her.

"You must go and see her," Picasso said. "She
lives in that little house you passed on your way
up here. She was once very beautiful with those
large, blue eyes that people have in the North.
And you can talk to one another in your own
language."

I told him what the article said about his son,
Paolo, who was supposed to stiffen like a pointer
whenever there were rich Americans in the offing
and rush to warn Picasso, who would promptly
make a few scribbles on a piece of paper, sign
it, and have it ready by the time the visitors had
reached the villa. Theza "masterpieces" were
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then sold to the art snobs for a couple of thou-
sand dollars apiece.

"Wonderful," exclaimed Picasso. "He's good!
It's well written and amusing. Don't refute it.
Don't alter a single word. It gives some idea of
our interesting life here."

I told him he had many admirers in Scandina-
via who were angry that he had been represented
as a fake and an imposter. A group of young
Danish artists had protested publicly. Many
people also felt that he was inadequately repre-
sented in the Danish Museum of Art, the director
of which had for many years been a devotee of
Matisse with no use for anything of Picasso's.
An interview such as this merely supported the
views of the director who had just resigned and
made it difficult for his successor to do anything
in the way of rehabilitating Picasso.

'''I think I am fairly well represented in Oslo'
and Stockholm. Haven't you anything of mine
in Copenhagen?" he asked.

"Yes, two small pictures from an early period."
"But nothing of any significance? I remember

'Guernica' was once exhibited in Copenhagen.
But no one bought itl" he said.

"No. But your admirers think it a pity when
such things are written about you."

"You're right. It's bad, very bad. But for
those who have eyes to see it does not matter.
No matter who I am, or what I am, or how I
live, my work must stand or fall by its own
merits. There is not a soul who can t::?llwhether
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the work I do will live a hundred years from
now. The only thing we can be sure of is that
this old body will only last a few more. So why
trouble about me instead of my work? That's
a wonderful hat you have there!"

He reached for my hat, a rather conspicuous
one of loosely woven straw, put it on, and
grinned like a monkey. The women looked ad-
miringly at the playful seventy-four-year-old.

"Go and fetch your hat from Venice, Rosita,"
he said. "That's not a had one either." Then
he took off my hat and tried on the gondolier's
hat which Rosita brought him.

"It suits you. May I draw you in it?" I asked.
"No, it had better be without the hat. After

what I hear from you it is time I started taking
myself more seriously. How long will it take?"

"About five minutes. I hope!"
"What shall I do in the meantime?"
His genius lies in his energy, his initiative.

When he invented Cubism, at the same time
as Bracque, he did not. realize what it was
he was doing. He only found out what he had
done after he did it. Perhaps his enormous out-
put is simply the result of his lively mind, a
game it is impossible for him to give up, for his
life, his brain, his whole being are constantly
occupied. It would not surprise me at all to
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hear that he composes or does arithmetic in his
sleep. I handed him my goose quill pen and he
began to draw, write his name, and make the
strange doodles one might expect tram his versa-
tile hand. He drew very quickly, surely.

"It looks quite Chinese," he said gaily. "I
once drew a few arabesques for a Chinese ac-
quaintance, just like those characters you see in
Chinese books. He said he could read some of...
them, though not all. But some of them defi-
nitely meant something, which he translated for
me. I don't remember- what it was. But that's
not the point. The fact is that people often
find in my work things of which I am not aware
when 1 am drawing them. What are you doing?"

"I'm listening."
"Draw'"
1 bitterly regretted asking if 1 might draw him.

As 1 took up my drawing block, cold sweat broke
out on my forehead and I sent up a prayer for
divine assistance.

"I believe I'll draw you in profile, in the mir-
ror," I said, thinking this would be easier.

"Just as you like. 1 am not my brother's
keeper," he smiled. "But isn't that a roundabout
way when you have me here corpus delicti? You
have just five minutes. Draw!"

I was comforted by the remembrance of Picas-
so's own drawing of Stalin. The French Com-
munists were right when they said it was bad.
My drawing could hardly be worse.

1 drew as long as 1 could, then closed my block.
"Oh no yOll don't," said the master. "Let

me have a look." I was terrified. But Picasso
snatched the block from me.

"Do I really look like an undersized monkey?"
he sighed. The ladies came to the rescue: "You
are worse than us, you are so vain."

"There was one other thing that I came to see
you about," 1 said. "Did you ever actually meet
that young Dane who interviewed you?"

"Wasn't he a blond young man, rather tall
and nice-looking? Yes, it was down in Rimier's
art gallery, in Vallauris. His questions were so
stupid that I didn't bother to answer them. So
apparently he made up the answers himself."

"Thank you for giving me so much of your
time," I said, and shook hands with him.

"Anyway 1 must be getting up now," he replied
and jumping out of bed he put on a pair of
underpants (or were they perhaps shorts?). I
took' my leave of the ladies. As I went out of the
ream he called after me:

"Don't forget to bring me some money the
next time you come to see mel"

1 clutched my hip pocket, to guard my wallet.
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"Where's Paolo?" I asked with every sign of
alarm.

Picasso laughed delightedly. "Do rome again
•.. even without the dollars."

I walked down to the house where the Danish
woman was living. Her name is Mme. Boissiere
and she has a large, long-haired dog.

"Don't you ever take him out for walks?" I
asked. (The dog was very fat.)

"Never. He is bored to death. So am I. Neither
of us ever goes out. In the winter we are bored
and frozen to death, in the summer we melt in
the heat. The' walls are so thin."

"Do you pay Picasso any rent?"
"No, he doesn't ask for any. The house is

practically unfit for human habitation. What do
you think of his work?"

"I did not see any of it."
"You can count yourself lucky. It IS only fit

for idiots."
"Picasso spoke so nicely of you."
"Oh, he is a very nice person. It's only his

art I dislike. But it really must be frightful to
be so famous. People are running after him all
the time. There are always a dozen or so around
him, mostly Americans who don't know what it
is all about anyway. Sometimes they come and
talk to me, but then I am more interesting than
Picasso anyway."

W HEN I got back to La Turbie, fifty
kilometers from Picasso's village, the first

thing my wife asked me was whether he really
was a Communist. I had quite forgotten to ask
him. So on the way home, a couple of days later,
we made a detour so that I could again visit
Vallauris. I was not greatly taken with the idea
but both my wife and daughter insisted that my
interview had achieved precisely nothing if 1had
not found out whether "the favorite painter of
the decadent bourgeoisie" was a Communist.

As we drove up the narrow road to his villa I
was trying desperately to think of some tactful
way to frame the question. A large black car
behind us was honking to pass.

"Hans, it's Picasso!" my daughter cried. "He
wants to pass."

Almost instinctively 1 held the middle of the
road, and from behind Paolo blew his horn to
show what he thought of my clumsy driving. We
drew up together in front of the villa. Father and
son got out of the car and Paolo was about to
let me have his opinion of my driving when I
stuck my head' out of the car and called:

"Bonjour, Monsieur Picasso!" Picasso came
over to the car and looked at me more closely.

"Oh, it's you. How are you? You certainly
stop at nothing."

"Accidents happen trying to pass like that," I
said. "Have you a moment?"

"Sorry, but they are expecting me at home.
I've just been down to Ramier's with some Amer-
icans, What is it you want?"

"Did I leave my glasses at your house?"
"No. If you had done so I should have seen

them. You know how I can see everything in the
room from my bed."

Now came the painful moment. Should I, like
a true journalist, have leaped out of my car,
held him up with a revolver on that sun-baked
road and demanded: "Are you a Communist?"
Instead I said:

"Would you like to borrow my hat in this sun?
People would like to know whether you really
are a member of the Communist party."

"Yes, I am."
"How do you manage that? From your art

you do not seem to he a social realist."
"Not on your life!"
"Then aren't you considered 'decadent'? One

of those 'artists of the degenerate bourgeoisie'
that neither Hitler nor Stalin would tolerate?"

"If that is the case I know nothing about it."
It was said so honestly and straightforwardly

that an iron curtain shut down in my mind. The
great man was obviously impatient to get out of
the dust and scorching heat into the shade of his
house. In another couple of minutes I think
he would have turned into a grease spot on the
burning roadway, and I could 110t bear to be
held responsible to posterity for that.

Afterwards 1 thought it would have been
interesting to hear his reasons for being a Coin-
munist. Or did they really matter after all? He
is not the only Communist millionaire who
delights in keeping theory and practice separate.
It is not necessary to discuss taste in a police
state either. Dictators have ways and means of
getting people to admit an admiration for
Picasso and making art critics go back on their
former judgments-if necessary at the point of
the gun. I would not be surprised if the new
regime in Russia decided, to hold an exhibition
in Moscow of the Spanish comrade Picasso, "the
grand old man of decadent 'Western Art." It
would be a victory in the struggle for freedom of
the arts.

There was a twinkle in his eye as he said
good-by to my wife and daughter with a sunny
smile. He shook my hand warmly and said:

"Send me the drawing. After all 1 gave you
one of mine. Au revoir!"


