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This painting is a major work dated to 1912 at the height of the Cubist
movement by Albert Gleizes (1881-1953), one of the central figures in
Cubism. It was included in the exhibition Section d’Or held at Galerie La
Boesie in Paris in October 1912, which presented a comprehensive
display of Cubism at the time. In 1938 Solomon R. Guggenheim bought
the work from the artist, and then, for the following 50 years it was
owned by the Guggenheim Museum in New York.In the late 1980s and
early 1990s, the Guggenheim revised its collection plans and this work
was one of several sold as part of the process. The painting passed
through a private collection in Paris before being bought by the NMWA.

The painting’s typically Cubist composition is made up of a complex
tangle of geometric elements. The subject is unclear at first glance, but
closer inspection reveals a number of people set in a rural scene,
including, as indicated by the title, people threshing harvested wheat.
On the right side of the canvas, a woman wearing a red shawl with
white water bubble-like design stands in tall majestic form, with other
human forms seen around her. A white cloth holding food is spread in
front of and below these figures, and thus it can be imagined that these
people have finished their lunch and are returning to work. Figures in
the center of composition work diligently as they harvest. Various grain
stalks are visible in the area below them and in the bright area to their
left side. A tractor or threshing machine appears at the far left."”
Mountains make up the far distance, while village houses also appear in
the middle distance. A church spire rises behind the woman in red
shawl, while clouds appear in the sky.

Gleizes began painting in an Impressionist style, but after learning of
Cubism in 1909, he became one of the major painters of the so-called
Salon Cubists. At first Gleizes was close to Le Fauconnier, but then
deepened his interactions with Jean Metzinger. Through Metzinger and
Apollinaire, Gleizes became all the more familiar with the Cubist works
of Picasso and Braque, and this led Gleizes to make his paintings into
more complex, multi-layered structures with ambiguous spatial
expression. In 1912 Gleizes co-authored a book, Du “Cubisme”, with
Metzinger.®) This book is extremely important as the first theoretical text
on Cubism.

In the mid and late 20th century a formalist or modernist
interpretation of Cubism predominated art history circles and there was
a tendency to categorize Cubist painters on that basis. In such studies,

» oW

Picasso and Braque were described as “essential Cubists,” “true
Cubists,” or “authentic Cubists,” while other Cubists, including Leger,
Delaunay, Le Fauconnier, Gleizes, and Metzinger, were simply called
“followers.” However, various different interpretations of Cubism have
been debated in recent years and this has led to many attempts to
consider Cubism in terms of its social, political and cultural contexts.
Today, Picasso, Braque and Juan Gris are called “Gallery Cubists,” while
Leger, Delaunay, Gleizes, and Metzinger are known as “Salon Cubists.”
What has continued from past systems is the grouping of artists by their
display venues. Picasso and Braque displayed their works solely at
Kahnweiler's gallery, and only for a limited audience. This limited
exposure was part of Kahnweiler’s sales strategy. Conversely, the other
artists displayed their works primarily in the salons, such as Salon des
Independants and Salon d’Automne.

Because these latter artists reached a larger audience in the Salon
settings, they were in fact more widely known during their own period
than Picasso and Braque. In other words, the art world and general
public of their day knew “Cubism” from the works of these Salon Cubists
rather than the Gallery Cubists Picasso and Braque. In earlier studies,
high value was accorded to “originality” and “revolutionary pioneer of
painterly expression,” with focus made on each artist’s “originality” and
“unique qualities.” In recent art historical studies, there has been a shift
away from such stances to a broader scope of investigation. This has
meant a consideration of issues related to the presentation and
reception of art works, and the relationship between the art work or
artist and questions of social, cultural and political forces. This shift has
meant that greater importance has been accorded to the Salon Cubists
and their works. With this higher evaluation in the world of research,
accordingly, there has been a rise in prices for Salon Cubists’ works in

the art market.”

However, the importance given to Gleizes's works in recent years is
not solely the result of reconsiderations of historical records of the
Cubist movement. In the past, questions of “revolutionary” or “avant
garde” qualities were the focus in discussions of early 20th century arts.
Today art historians are indicating the biases found in such views, and
this has led to debates regarding to what degree modernist art was
aware of and preserved “traditions” and “the past."" Gleizes works,
including this major work Harvest Threshing, have been considered to
have important meaning in these questions of “traditionalism” or
“classicism” in the reconsiderations of the historical records of 20th
century art in general.

Daniel Robbins has suggested the possibility that the source of the
subject for this painting can be found in a poem “La Montange, poeme
legendaire” by the poet Henri-Martin Barzun.”” Whether or not this
poem was the direct source, in any event, what is depicted in the
painting is clearly the communal work of threshing, carried out by a
farm village community. Images of, or pastoral poems heralding, farm
communities, farm village landscapes, and sowing or harvesting, can be
seen as a major theme in traditional arts, serving as an antithesis to
urban subjects. The question then is, how much were these themes
addressed as actual issues in art in the early 20th century.

Recent research has indicated that the depiction of such traditional
subjects as farmers and farming villages was linked to the early 20th
century formation of national identity in France, to the growing
nationalism of the day. For example, while Maurice Barres is not highly
rated by today’s scholars of literary history, he exerted a considerable
influence on his own period and is a philosopher who must be
considered in the philosophical and psychological history of the first
half of the 20th century. He is known for his theory that “nature” and
“the great earth” are at the root of the fatherland.”’ This viewpoint,
which focused on “land and nature” as the foundation of the fatherland
image, rather than “a people and their culture,” can also be found in
French elementary school history and geography text books from that
period.”

Further, there was a trend to seek two different sources for tradition
in early 20th century debates about France’s national identity and
tradition. At times there was tendency to emphasize one over the other,
at times in opposition to each other, at other times in an eclectic blend.
One was the Celtic (or Gothic, Gallic) traditions based in the north,
while the other was the Latin or Greco-Roman based traditions of the
south.” In recent years there has been considerable discussion about
the link between Cubism and the Gothic tradition, with mention made
of Cubist artists’ renditions of Gothic churches, such as Robert
Delaunay’s Saint-Sevrain (1909, Private Collection), or The Towers of
Laon (1912, Musée national d'Art moderne - Centre Georges Pompidou)
or Gleizes's own Chartres Cathedral (1912, Sprengel Museum
Hannover). Mark Antliff has interpreted these quotations of Gothic
images as contrasting the Latin/Greco-Roman tradition with the
Celtic/Gallic tradition. The church seen in the background of the NMWA
Harvest Threshing composition can be interpreted as an image from this
Celtic or Gallic tradition. In fact, Gleizes himself stated that he thought
that the Latin tradition was a cultural invasion from Italy and that the
Celtic or Gallic tradition was the true France, linking the Celtic/Gallic

with Cubism.?

Farming village scenes of communal groups rooted in
the earth were thus not simply a traditional art subject. Rather, they
were intimately linked to early 20th century debates regarding French
tradition and France’s formation of its own national identity.

When such issues of content are considered, they also reflect on
interpretations of the formal vocabulary known as Cubism. Previously
Cubist formal vocabulary has been interpreted as a method of
constructing a multi-viewpoint, multi-formal element picture
composition that stands as the antithesis of linear perspective, and
creates a complete break with post Renaissance perspectivally-based
painting composition. However, the meaning of the Cubist formal
vocabulary sought by Gleizes in his paintings is not simply the formal
revolution that breaks with tradition.



Gleizes's inclusion of a tractor in Harvest Threshing is an expression
of the introduction of modern industrialization into traditional pastoral
scenes. Thus his painting is not simply a ‘traditionalist” expression,
rather it emphasizes the continuity of the traditional into the
contemporary. It was the Cubist multifaceted formal vocabulary that
allowed the expression of the harmonization or fusion of modernization

and traditionalism. Gleizes used this formal vocabulary to achieve the
»10)

fusion of “past,” “present,” “tradition” and “modernity. Gleizes also

stated that Cubist formal vocabularies included elements of “grandeur,
clarity, balance and intellect,” and in that sense, they were a fusion of
traditional classicism and m()dernity.”' In this regard, the traditionalism
of his subject matter was linked to the traditionalism of his formal
expression.

Thus Harvest Threshing is not only a representative work of the
highly ambitious Cubist movement of its day, the painting also plays an
extremely important role in today’s reconsideration of Cubism and the
history of 20th century. (Masayuki Tanaka)

Notes

1) David Cottington has suggested that this machine is a tractor, while Akiko
Hashimoto argues that it might be a threshing machine.

Albert Gleizes and Jean Metzinger, Du “Cubisme”, Paris, 1912.

See Roxana Azimi, “Les petits cubists suscitent I'intérét”, Le Monde, lundi 19 avril
2004, p. IV.

Research on post World War I and 1920s arts has flourished in recent years,
particularly regarding the issues of classicism in 20th century art as seen in
Kenneth S. Silver, Esprit de Corps: The Art of the Parisian Avant-Garde and the
First World War, Princeton University Press, Princeton NJ, 1989 and Romy
Golan, Modernity and Nostalgia: Art and politics in France between the Wars,
Yale University Press, New Haven and London, 1995. Cottington and Herbert
have successfully addressed the same issues in terms of Cubism and Fauvism.
See David Cottington, Cubism in the Shadow of War: The Avant-garde and
Politics in Paris, 1905-1914, Yale University Press, New Haven and London, 1998,
and James Herbert, Fauve Painting, The Making of Cultural Politics, Yale
University Press, New Haven and London, 1992.

Daniel Robbins, Albert Gleizes 1881-1953, A Retrospective Exhibition, exh. cat.,
The Solomon R. Guggenheim Museum, New York, 1964.

Regarding the connection between classicism (traditionalism) in early 20th
century French art and questions of land and earth and fatherland, see the
Introduction to Chapter 5, “History, Tradition and the French Nation” and
Chapter 9, “Modernism and the Re-invention of Tradition, 1900-1918" (pp.185-
205) of Christopher Green, Art in France 1900-1940, Yale University Press, New
Haven and London, 2000.

7) See Green, ibid.
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8) In the political context of the day, the “Latin” tradition was linked to the far right
royalist organization Action Francaise led by Charles Maurras, while the Celtic
tradition was linked to the republican faction.

9) Albert Gleizes, “Cubisme devant les artistes”, Les Annales politiques et literaires, 1

December 1912, p. 475. Regarding the connection between Gleizes and the
Celtic/Gallic tradition, see Chapter 4 (pp.106-134) “The Body of the Nation:
Cubism’s Celtic Nationalism” in Mark Antliff, /nventing Bergson: Cultural Politics
and the Parisian Avant-Garde, Princeton University Press, Princeton, NJ, 1993.

10) See David Cottington, Cubism in the Shadow of War: The Avant-garde and
Politics in Paris, 1905-1914, Yale University Press, New Haven and London, 1998,
p.120. This type of “past and present” fusion has also been debated in
relationship to Henri Bergson's concept of “durée.”

11) Albert Gleizes, “L'art et ses représents: Jean Metzinger,” Revue indépendante, 4,
September 1911, p. 171. Regarding the issue of the concepts of “reason, order,
and structure” as the traditional elements of French art underscored by “clarity,
balance and intellect.” in contemporary criticism of Cubism, see Robert S.
Lubar, “Cubism, Classicism, and Ideology: The 1912 Exposicié d’art Cubista in
Barcelona and French Cubist Criticism,” On Classical Ground, Tate Gallery,
London, 1990, pp.309-323.



