


By Pierre Klo,.._.,a 

Balthus: 
beyond 
realism 

Insights to the style and symbolism of Balthus, 

and /,ow tlwy tle1:eloped; he will be the 

subject of an exhibition at the Modern Museum 

/:i'ogr,11.1/Ji.nd flO/.t'~ lh1rl~11!5, wa, horn in Purij. February 29~ l908. 
to tlw p.unlcr and di-I h1~1ori,m E.i-ic Klu~:,.ow::-ki tthe descendant of 
an old l'oli~h famil} an<l author of an important hook on Honore 

llaumier) nrnl to llaladine l,;.lo,,ow,ki. also n painter, thanks to whom 
Ualthu, knew Rainer ~Iorio Rilke from childhood. Hi, father was 
a1tad1t·d to the lmpress.ionis.t ..;chool and intimately knew Piette Bon. 

mirJ, ThCodore Dun~l and .\mUroi.:-e VolJard, as well as such paint· 
er-=-as Houssel nnd Der:iin. 

B3llhus' childhootl was ~pent in Paris to start with. then at Bernt 

and Geneva. where, at the nge of eleven, he composed a picture-book. 

.llit,011 (tho story of n cat), which wns published in 1921 in Zurich 

wirh a French prdace by Rilke. In 1924, [Continued on page 671 

T here is something paradoxical about wanting 10 talk about an 
urt founded on the negation of talk: how to assimilate into lan
guage what is transmitted to the mind by glance alone? And how 
to separate thought from word in an image which is undel'!!tood 
rhe instant it is seen? For suppose the image were not under
stood as rnon as seen; then from the moment it was understood 
-would it still be an image? Ia it vain to want to talk about a 

k f · t" t all? Such talk would painter, and absurd to pea o pam mg a • 
b "f · t themselves speak of imply that one paints oneself; ut I pam ers 

, • • that is most meaningful when 
painting continually, 1t 1s m a way • . 

th gue about what 1S or JS 
addressed r o their colleagues ; ey ar h i only 

• , • d here -w•ln what I ey say 1 
not proper to their meuer, an _. -~ --~-ed diJ'eclffll toW,uu,, 
intelligible insofar as it concern proo ures ,1.- hue 

, d not to what ..,.., may 
what they wane to achieve, an • • L,.1. we oaD 

---'"] tent of YISIOD WPl<l" achieved-those inexpr_... e con 
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them as images, the se are inseparable from my thoughts about 
them. Then I think of the big painting by Balthus which hun g 
for a while in the room in which I write and what I find in my

self is simply the following words: "THE ROOM-pa intin g by 

Balthus," with all that thi s suggests of atmosphere, arguments, 

sympathies or antipathie s, etc. What is strange is both that this 

picture represents precisely the room I live in now, and that one 

sees in the pictur e a stra nge sce ne not unlik e one I described in 

a book which Bal thu s tried to i!1ustrat e; he gave this up: the 

fact is he was about to paint The Room. I look at the wall and 

the picture is no longer there, instead there is a mirror: if one 

forgets its usual use, a mirror can be consid ered an illu sory 

means of capturing the surroundin g objects and detaining them 

where they are not. The prolongation of an interior by a mirror 

appeals to our obscure need for an "imperishable" reality. But 

what we have here is an imperfect simulacrum to supplement 

our verbal rev ery: the word always slips in betwe en the re

flected image and the image of my dreaming. On the other hand, 

the picture is not pure contemplation , but its simulacrum, and 

this is why the life frozen on its surface has such fascination. 

The pictur e has no being as such , but, thank s to the "non-being '' 

of its simulacrum -fun ctio n , it doe s enable us to see the very 

Passage de Commerce St . Andre, 1954, masterfully restat es 

the theme of Th e Street. A sketch [below] sets the Pari sian 

scene (it is near Balthus' former studio) , and not e how its 

architect ure is reminiscent of the mood of 19th· century 

childr en's pi ctur e.books-as this one from The Nutcracker 

King by Hoffmann lb ottoni] , also author o[ Strnww elpete r. 



In Balthu!-' ri~h1l)"·pJi111eJ prewar 

sl)·le: A Redinillg .\'11de. i:a. 19.18. 

One of a ~erie, 0£ Lrilliaot Hlustra· 

tions for lruthering lleiglat5, ca. I93t 

large lan,Lcape u·ith Trees, 1954, in 
Ballhu!i' recent highly t~xtured sty},t>. 

One of a scric" of s,or1rni1, 11hat in

clucl ·11 the well-kmmn .1/110 n11il Iii.~ 
Dm1~h1a) /fo,:n ,wd /11.\ Sm1. ,•:\. lQ.16, 

Little girl-. playin~ :lnd ilrr:11ni11g ill n 
rernrr~nl 8,1hl11b theme: Childre11, 1935. 

Dalthus conl,11urc1 

. .. c in no 1on~t·r Jie hcC'UII~ the.y are 
I . wilhin wlrn·li thing · . t ,0 much thnt the picture 
wmg . 1 .. re J t 1s no ~ 

lungt·r 1t,·i11~: I 1"~ ~t • 1 t' n ·is that it causes us lo 
ntt . f . t'Ollll'IIIP a tO ' £ k" 
JI ,1 • 11 1111 olwcL "' · 1 . 1 we are already loo ·mg at 

U C ,;r { that W UC l 

lfldil fur the ~Jll't·t.idc .o rl J intermediary demong hetwr.en 
hul wlilt'h will he a1111nntc 1y 

thr a!'li)!lt an1l the f-p,~ctalor. . .1 . I look dt Balthu!1' pictures, 
I. . •(llfW to mwu as d . h 

l'h l'SI' g1·1wr,l 1111.~s c I e feels confronte wll n 
I king at t lt'm on 

c p1•t'Ldly n when no l rohlem of continuity m con· 
111.,:lily i111li,·iJual Molutiun. to t ll: ". ha.ve wilh our world where 

"f WI al rclall<>n can we d { 
1t•mporary Ii c. 1 • ble into parb and nu e u 

11 ti ·n,;s ~ecm sepa1 a d ? 
nwn ms we a~ t1 n ~ b' . men thcmseh ·es pro uce. 

. l"ke the o Jects I 
wpuratc p1el'O!,, 1 . l c: even its sufferings, the aws 

. J'[ und its p ensure .. , I 
St,1nd3rtli.G111g I t! . , iore deficient producb. n 

Pt'on g1Vc us mer n 
of mu· Ii r.nn~uin i • l'k Balthus represent, a man 

11 1 t cnn a pamtcr l e 
~uclt .i wor. c · w iu · 1 l . n immense canvas at the ri sk 

I £or monthct Jc o1e a I 
w io r:~am.s d ilftcr ~leuvin,g it for a time, is perfectly reM y 
of ~poilmp; it, an ' . 1 f k to it? Even in bis methods 
to dl!votc II new long perioc. o wor .11 ~~ age-. of a"rarian 

. I ythm proper Lo '" . · " 
of workirtl,!. thl'lC 1.,, <~ r l • indusLrial spfrit 0£ our worJ,I. 
civili1.a1ion, und unsu,tccl_ to th\ d he bas painted, and 
Tfo slrnrcs this rhythm w11h the an s~ares 1 inspiration th:in 
ihoy give u~. perhap~. a truer sense o us ren . f 
his most characteristic pictures. However Balthus is a man o. 

1H1r timl~: hi~ moral indignation is itself n modern ph~nomcnon, 

I LI . l n double violence is perpetrated i11 his struggle so mur I so 1,1. . 

to insert his own \"ision into our world: the v10le~ce l~e does to 

his own .!:-l'tbihi1ity, nnrl that which he docs to llung~ m sna:ch. 
ing them from the life of the world with which he lumself lives 

flt odd~. And h1 8-0mc of his figure compositions one feels that the 

rhyllnn of vt•gctublc life has stopped, as i{ all being has hc~n 

hrwitrltf·tL He does "iolence to his own sensibility. to l'Crtarn 

in£a111ilt! no ... talgia~, to certain aristocratic claims; henre to his 

uwn putho ... "lwn he smite hes things from life and sets them out· 

side o[ life into nn ontological reality. Rut suclt \"iolcnce ol~n 

serve~ magically 10 dramaLiz.e his own pathos. So here three 

fo<'ton comt.· into play: the structural problem, which. in turn. 

stems from a perpetually insistent theme, and the support that 

a prodigious erudition gives to the visualization of this theme. 

Dalthus paints according to the traditional rules whi{.·h recom· 

mend building the painted surfnce in superposed layer,. He 

clings lo the rraft which to painting is as important as synta."'< to 

language. With Balthus this professional discipline is the very 

opposite of u direct exaltation of tcmperan1cnt; it is, of course, 

well known that C\"ery true painter facing nature does nothinµ 

more 1ha11 seek a certain already-perceived vision. What is out

side makes him rcmemUcr an inward image. Thi::, inward image 

i!-t of a collective and ances.tral origin and becomes conscious 

through knowledge. In this context. the old masters represent 

1.unt•s or experiences. opened.up through their own initiative; 

thunks to them, these realities appear in their full ontoloi,:i<-al 

,alne. In llalthus' art, every plastic emotion has reference to an 

alllhority; the latter not only authorizes emotion hy an appeal 

to the mind, but legitimizes the new expression of that emotion. 

Such "authorization" implies a culture developed in the public 

as well as in the artist; not that this [Continued on page 50] 





Baltl11u: bryond reali~m continued from page. 30 

inrnh· •, 'J work mudc of ,umplc 
juxtap 1!7oilions of reftre»~'.f'S ( .u somt' 
ltave !wen too ready to sec in B11l· 
thu!, l"nlliniz: him .. mu:,;.eumnl") : nor 
that Bahhu~ for instance. would 
'-tlY • '·Courbet felt this thing, hence 
on~ nlll$I pa.int it lh:.t w.a-y'' (nai·ve 
rcationing): hut jndced in the fol. 
lowing st•nsE.': "there had to be Cour
Ll't tor this thing lO be painted": 
which j.,, to say that the imagt'S of 
n:rnv ,;ensibilities made use of Com· 
bet lo 111mifest themselve~. So what 
mattr.r:,, then, i$ not the affinity of an 
uti~t with an old master, but the 
still in<>xhaustible experience which 
i:- in the arli~t but al~o transcends 
him. Thu.~ the artist is nen~r i~olnteJ 
but belongs to a con,mo11 enterprise. 
He will ~prear .'I.!! s. t.·on,enative 01 

a Johnny-come-1:ittly on]y to tho~e 
whose visual habits remain uncon
sciously dependent on the stereotypes 
of inclu.:;trializecl good taste. 

In Ba.llhu':i. the a~tringrncy of the 
1raditionnl plastic disciplines con· 
tinually rensures hi:. own prrsonsl 
pathos: but. as with lhe "cl:ns1c.s,."' 
lhis palhos gains all the 1non· Hut 
what i~ hh p,ithos"? 

Bal!hu"' says that he bas nc,·er 
!lo pped :;eeinp; rhing-s a.s he saw 
them in hi!! childhood f around 1912· 
20). \nyone who knows the olJ 
picture -boob of 1he nin!'leenth n~n· 
lury, lik,-. Struu•wdpetu tSfo11enl1 
l'efl•r), well kno..,..·n lo chHJren of 
1hat gener3tion. or 1ht-Epinnl prints 
of 18.30, or Tennie!'.. illu,.,trations to 
Lewi~ C::1.rro}\, Afice, will ~ able to 
form a fairly clear idra or tl1c &rrt 
of thing IJalthu wa stnick by in his 
childhood . . \nd h~t u,, forget the re• 
l'Clll praise for the !>l)'le 0£ }90() anJ 
1he curio-.ity for prints in old mJg· 
nine~ which inspire rertain young 
talenh with a certain accidental Ro· 
manlit·i~m: there i~ nothing of this 
kind in BahJrns. With him it wu 
a qul'::tlion of something alr~atly seen, 
a part of the common experience 0£ 
;1 whole grneration, hence ~omething 
helonging to the sphere of conven
tion. bur he wns concerned only with 
retaining certain elt>ment.s of it: a 
certain "lliiuslichkeit" -- 1he hour· 
geois atmosphere of the parents' 
home with nil the objects of daily liv
ing I u.o: they appear in Struwzutl
peter) .:iml with every figure emotion. 
ally felt- from the parental couple 
incarnating aI1 the taboos to the burn
ing tinders in the fireplace (the heap 
of cinders of Jiule Pauline burned a
Ji\·e for disohediirnrc)- sho wing all 
the terrors of study, 1he games, the 
tea, whirh brought together bands of 
rhililren under the eres of one or two 
youn~ governe~se~. unconscious in
iti.:itors of ~exual dc.!iires. 

J call atlf'ntion tu th~se eltnU'nls 
of childhood simply liecau<ie they 
reverbnate like a leitmotif fo hi!> 
work; doulHle~5 t.hey have under
gone many lrani,.mutations in tlw 
<'onr'-e of a development in whid1 the 
mt~li(·r of Balthu" wa.s to respond in 
lnrn to Piero della Fraocesca, to cer
tain hesitations between an almo~t 
Pruilhoninn clao:'!'icism (the can, 
,·a,;r s giring evidence of 1hi!>. ha,·e 
di,;a.ppear~d), and lo Impressionist 
and Poin1ilfo,1 templations which he 
,oon -;urmounlerl, aid~d no doubt by 
the tnonumt·nl.al ,.,a-.is of the Italiam. 
and fin~lly to 1hr dhcornry of Cour
htt, in whom he found again, mag-
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nilieu. 111 1)\\ 1 ,·h dhooi rrn11ni1• 
,·,.ta·cs. 

\mong thr "s·1al res1Jue of 
n':aC ,"l"min15,1·rnct', the s· ructc·c of 

, 1e fireplace. of 1e whole formr:J 
hv thr mlfr01 the msntel. ~hf" flue 
1;1d the h('arlh, tt""m 10 mr, one of 
tho .. 0 5('hern3.; 4]tt:1dy :.irescn! in he 
111fanl ·e 1m:itr, n.ition. TIie nwr •l 

one cleS-t aJ :i.nli l'IU.:ttlr JS 1'1e 
)·mbol of ,rnm:in and of th• moth :' 

the !foe m£ennl an1I 11..""'r. "'Jal, H 
a srnlbol 0£ 11- e \ .olt n1 ,. .. ( li t.: t 

pcri1.1ps 1h,. lirep1:cc for11ed .we 
:ana tht" 'lme fi&Un, al ,nce nult: 
111J fr-111 I,· like the- mhin-x for Lbe 
d.•rk )rafu:e 0£ Lhr 'JruLh ,: th 
11.i.mmb oreatli JU) W"I lllV \'Oko':1! 
the <li--·11111 L.'lg v1pnttl mr fj Y Jf a 
momtcr with ninor'a f cd Ir- ii 

\~'A.Y n1[h1 e that .. -..:i1 n 
b1.;;uo1 ~ c 111,e Jll'l1 I.I\ Jf"t.l ml:nv 

of B.ilthu ' 1.;re1tu· nc: 1:' r. lf Jr. 
'no. that • 11 ud:ite• · Jr c ~autter 
of the en 11'lle r)! .. ~ 1 1e !i.&me role 
n h s ,cns1 ,11 ,,. \ l! • peret'p: on of 

fac .d, o' 1ou whoe.o dllorl u1 
winilow 11t11pl11 • ,r ('\1. rd fC m to 
tJk"· on t1ie funct on of 4 duk 
hearth C the tutc !or •t,r P r1 an 
!1lc)', for the .. out de" £ t 4' .. i 'l· 
1udr," r1:pr,.. f" ,. famill-""iz..111 n of 
tl1i:o c-av~ Bahh h • .. i "o:- ii !on.""' 
lime 1 \!pint> rt~:·m• wh ('h e 
t'lc ~u ,jr• of aomc l)f h 11 !ld,capc-

an,I m h o~ n vision rli• ontra t 
b ·w 'i"O , ..... , • l\11 :rnd ulicnt rock. 
bctw en an' a, luo, tin and 1tream1, 
!i~ID5 o tu.,· tiad the !ame 1yruholir. 
value that ,Ji"" couplr (ormt:d hy the 
mirr•>r ancl the lireplac,- nigin 1ly
ha,L 

T}115 inn:ue an'hit<'rlonic 1cn1t, 
whirh might ui1lain h1 liking for 
thri stati,·. al~o r,·\cal !ln 1"):perit'.'nce 
n( t,me- a no'llal~b for thf" eternal, 
r.w•n as rlnn. 1hr. rhythm of \ ·1~Jl"l.1hle 
lilr 10 which 1 haH? reit'rred, and 
wlin~1~ su-.pen!ion, paniJ,n:ir.alh-, 
might hr. compen11:urd for h)· this 
,·ery archi1cctoni(' c.cn--~. For in a 
dbcontinuou-. world like OUB in 
which the rc-.pirntory rhythm 0£ thr 
i;;oul, hy menn11 0£ which it com· 
muuicnt<-;, with 1he co~mo-.. i, in 
... ome way syncopated, the nrtic;.t's 
reJctinn will hrin~ him to it!I 01•· 
po,ite pole, to the ~l11lic: 111on11nwntal
i1y which represents a bidden and 
sarred order. To :zh·c objeel5 a 
monumental repreAentation is lo aJ. 
firm their hieratic pr~ence and st 
thr <iame time to tear them from the 
acrirlenta.l condition in which onl-r 
the an"<iOu!s and hunted people o·f 
our t•poch could endure seeing them. 
Here. it l-eemc_. to me. we touch upon 
the dominant preoccupation of Ba:l-
1hm•. Hencf'. perhaps, hi3 way of 
po-.in:.t ohjrrl-., of a<e-.imiJating t.he 
very po!5e~ of hie; figurr,;: Lo the line:u 
rigor of things, in short, his l~ndenry 
lo p11,:ih the po,e lo I he point of ex
<·t~~c;. Benet\ douhtles~. n cerrJin 
monomania of atti111d~;:. which Fer:m, 
indicalrd in hii nh:-t·!sional re-lurn 
10 the sam~ ,;uhjt•rt in m11ny pie .. 
Inn·,.,. A qmhi-pcdagogicaJ will to rt'· 
f"<luc11lt> the t''fP uf 1he sprC'lator by 
p:ning bar.k lo th,· tntlitional und('r· 
"landing of face:- and things j.., com· 
plic-.1ted in Bahhus by hii d~m.10<1 
for ,;omP.thing: which his. figure~ of 
children arr: callr.J on lo expn,.:,; in 
their often ~tHfon~d attitudes thrre 
i'i a ,;,trangr ob.-tiaacy, a ~tiff-necked 
in...,islenre- on making th,. r:tr deaf 

-:i 1e so-,d• ,-IC Jt 1ril .. tr - "Ii.Jr d, 
Qf ~e wor'd J 1 ~· 111 'J 111 ,pee Mr 
S ttand -,, fl•"' ( J..:.: C .. ,l .. 'fC'!i 

"111 hiJ?re--, r? , t'"lc-: here o 
prolonged: i1 14 ori ),>('f' • 1

1 
H 

his c u are _1 emL. rr of .., 
grr- h· nonc..u1L.:ir.e--jf hr u,, -. 
lino 1 1 , ,is w "I tlu• t.:1.hoo at; 11c 

the gre" :i J'l1Cadi ! o' ch Jdi.sh 
Jove " wilhm our wo. Id t 11 nenr 
without rrf r "'3 th~ very appc.:"· 
1ntc of t'lr. Jmmonp ac(' to nru• 
h ddel"" ljfdf!"-, an or.Jcr lo l for 
moder 1 :uan long with LlC' rf"p•e, 
Knlalion or the anc n~ "O mos. With 
what ,!OM th'"' fro,.r., ~1 1; .. dr of hi,, 
fig-n~ rorre:!lpond'! h ii •'Jere '.O 

cvokr. 3 Jundamt!nlal scrne 11e 
ongmal dcl•·nmmng ev.-nl) of wh d1 
one will fin<i fr3gmenl& di.!pencd .n 
~ ... m,· -of '1L, other ranl"Ur:1? Or 1 

it ::t hidden onfrr or the a.rebel)~"' 
which i"' m1mcJ in their gC'"S:IDrn? 
ButJ1 ptrhap1, for the rtt'OD~litutiou 
of any fund.imt"ntal at:c-nc could not 
but reveal the aou}',,. !"pi.ration I'> 
r,·"ntegratc a hidde-n order of im
mut.able image.s, Herr. 1h~ art!,t suc
cee,ls in l·om·f'!rting the time in which 
l,eing5 Jive into the 5JJ3Cc where thev 
11ulhi'-l ouui,te of life and Lc,ond 
,JL'ath: hence th~ imprt".i-<ion of 
"'li,·ing .:,tatur-:," ghcn b)· th e im
mobile pantomime in ':<Omc of ll3J. , 
1hut• big compo.:.itioni-. For if in 
µ;eneral nerr paint,·d !ccne ha;; the 
\·isual effect of a .nap~hot of p1nto
mime, thi~ is not what the painter 
c,,n-.dou .. Jy b.1d in \·ie-w nor what 
lhe informed SJH:c!alor £eek . .\ 
~cene by Waura1,, taken from 1hc 
theater, doe, not gi\e .;.ad1 an im
prcs~ion but rather ~ugg.esb a ,,~e11e 
"mm life. Jr i.; the ·ollttJrv w.'."'.1 
Balthu~: he gh·,. .. cs 11 to-and.fro of 
"ife ltetwee-n jt,. own scene and that 
of its ~pir.tua) origin l\'hk1 lies out• 
"li1Je of Lft: .. 

f~e ar~ .. ,t who fop,..,. .... ~he r ghl 
·'>aa mar 1drratc for a while two 

, .. awi:ling -companion~· deprf.cskn 
'Hi :mmor. which . la.1m 11. he able 

o compcn .. iltt" thr 11.·ti .. • fo1 hi .. 
·Jrrifiu-.s :a the pies.:-,ures of vebe
nc:1t sexual ,ug;:r~~ion. for in!i·~nce. 
But whe.:i he "eems wLLnz I,"' admit 
f"n~ plea,ur~. l-e ,:lot .. :ro onh- at tht 

pr:ce of nigh~man~.''1 C'l'OCal:on. ,1on. 
str .>sitr in OJ.Jthu!' work f .. doubtless 
a defen,;..e, .iia1r... lhe monstra .. :'tv of 
"x.1-te-nc :1.elt for thr artH m:i~ttn 
1lulln"3.s by the pr,•.ie-::-tion oJ bit 0"11 

r ~ re_ d boredom. Deprestfon. 
anxiety, re iuv~1r:ible only whi'.a 
1C visage wh1c\ chuactcri7.es them 
u, &b!cnl. 1nly un•iJ the moment 
,; Jer. the a list c-1t"loses hem in t},e 
fo:1.1•un o{ h own monsters :\for e 
,l1t"ri, ~ 1mur 1r. s. nonstrou,nr"l, 

or 1e monstrou a~ such, is present 
rn lhose si "1le11 \,·here croticiur. 

"-CJTI.,. at fi~t :Sight 10 be dominan1 
'""J le large pain.Ing, Thi! Room. the 
,ofc Jtuous 11nprcssion gh·en by the 
pro,·ocat -re nakeJness of the girl on 
th• ·hs1~ longue is in £.ome w.1;
mad,. ''unt"asy" by the presence of 
two mon1;ter~. The picture, as I re· 
marked at the out'."el, &hows things 
hr Jepriving words of 1l1em: once 
pal:ited. th~ t.hing~ beeome unnam
abl,.. Let us luok :it T/ie Room: at 
fir~l we say !here i:'> a nude in snt·h 
and sud1 a po"e, etc., and then here 
jc;.. 1dia1? And, in fact, we are im· 
mr,dia1ely compelled to delay -our 
m11re-...,ion and to keep it at a dis· 

lance from Ui hv mean!'. of words. The 
figure of a dwa~f with pageboy hair-
1!0 anJ dry angular face pu1ling back 
he curtain of a high window-is 

lhi... the old demon of infantile 
vice!.'>. or hi it -r-imply the soul of 1he 
artist dh,guio.;ed n!> a ch:imbermaid 
for the 0<.-ca!-ion? Could it he the 
per.:;onifll·ation of hi:-- own ilance 
a\'id for \·i,;.ua1 treasures? Have we 
happenr.<l on 1h,. i-.sue of sinister 
adve nture-.? Daylight £alls on the 
physical charm,;. of the victim; :-he 
io: 1hrn ... 1 hack and offered to the 
.. iiht. l.;., thi,; th\' orgasm folio\\ ing 
rape? Or ha-. nothing at all hap· 
iH."ned? The pinure sL~ems situated 
.al thr extreme point where tl1e noth
aig-hos-happeneil and the irret:ocoble 
ire hd<l in (>quilihriurn. The detf"F· 
nint-tl ge.,ture of !he lip;ure draw
,n~ th,: ,~urllin i:- like an end}e .. .c 
reitrrritfon 0£ the Jlagra11l offense 
whi( h onl\' 1l1e L'al ,)n the table wit-
111: .. ~'!11 :hi'- rat ( lielonging to the 
~arne nh·t" a-. !ht· <lw.uf in skirt-.), 
oh~rrn.;. with a-.tonishment the light
brin~ing act of it-. (lStln('r, ,\nJ 
~··,at re ... alt ha.. th~ '.attn in ,·iew 
olhl;"r lhan to r,po .. e 10 our sight a 
.. umptuon~ pitture! • 

l'a.(S,2~/ c~ Commerce 5t.·A rrdri 
dc,e3 not refer ex,~lu-.ivelv to the ex
:,.rnal ::-tene !et in a PBd!-ian 11.lley 
o[ that o.une; ii tloubtl~s has tbt 
.qt)Jitiona.t mcsn~ng o{ a upa:-sage" 
·,, fr"edoo1 b,· vi1t11e of th~ ··com-



.. ,d, irh ,·11·1 1 lnlt' . 111·1!~1 ol-
,r<'•' 1111k,•, ,,-ilh 1fr111h . . y 1,·lt11:1g hl 

.,,, 1 ht· olist•SSl!lll " o f. I, ft·. l1_ JH fur 
J,~th

11
\,.t' tluil lilt' 11r l1~1 u1t11111~ _nc

·bi• 1
1 

th:il n•;,1111 t>f h1•111µ o f wl'.1c_h 
,,, 1' J · 1h,· ,i11111la ,·rn111: 1111tl II IS 

111 i• t"\' of 11rr rh:11 i i i• onl y such 
1 ,·t'"\:t,·nm•. If 1h,, /i 11i11g pic111rc, 
1 ·"

1111' ,11r,• in ilst•lf , inform s us 
f3J•t'lht 1,fforl, ,1f Jif1• 1,0 find 11 

11'1111. , in Jilt\ s Ht>p1•11, 11rn. I hon 
1111:H_

1111
1!_

1
lt•ll ,1£ th1• 0 /iri 111,: picturc0 

1~· 111'('. inlill!I "h i,·h I d1•101·1od in 
111 th<' \'·\ ork. n•v1•1ils Iha f1111c1 ion 
1ttlli•11

: ,,;,,. 11di1111 111·slu rc 11$ appr c· 
,,11h•· ·' .. f 1h1· r,·1111,, • in whi, ,h li es 

hi11
•
11
:::,frr1ion <'n:•:•·itli11~ wi1h lh c 

10111 , , 111,1,111,.Jc. I hu ~ l'a ssaµe de 
,r,•llll. f 

'"'.n1111t•ft'<', llS :\I\ i1111111L' ii Sll S 1~011ded 
1:; 011~hl to n•,•c,tl_ 11 ".'' '.'111111 ex , 
he. ,

011 
of 1h,· b,•1111/ic 111s 1o n , eve n 

J\1'111 
,, .. ,1' lh<' 1k $ola 1io11 of lif e in 

~i1~,:·;1 :·,•ill'l':ll iun . 'i hl'n Bul1h11s 
:~~i;ITlll'ied 1hb bip. pi c lur c, sc p arat 
J lhr li~hls nntl shad e$, se t n p th e 
ri.,11ie, 011 l>0lh ~i,t,:s nnd th o b ,1c~ -
.~,unt! of house$. $1lua1cd lh e van 
;,,, li~llrt',. ht' wns of rourse swa ye d 

by q11i1e di!Tercnt 
! low evor he put all thr ~occup a tion s. 
i_ng. Li glit glid es ov/ in th e p~int
fig ur cij, and pl r the variou s 

l d ays a mut ed moo y aga inst a b k serene 
sc ur c n1m o ,·s and I ac ro und of ob. 
T wo nnswcr ing voi~~~g-elt sufferin g. 
na I e : " thu s it was" ::c; ,\o alt er
will afwriys be" lik e tl'.tu it 
1,hin gs l on g pas t dan evocal!on of 
return of thi s evo~ at ~he perp etual 
o ( a cluily life tha~ '.on m_the rhythm 

. . l · 1s r esigned to b 
as lt is. 3ut inso fa r as h e 
siou s indi ca te defeated sduc . obses-

. · . es ire the 
p1111111ng is a d efinitiv e liquidati' f 
and an adi eu to a who] . on o 
1 i [c. L et . . ; e. sec tion of 
Tl S u s comp are thi s pi ctur e with 

ie tr eet, don e in 1933. With the 
c f!ront ery o f a comm edia dell' arte 
perform anc e th e old obsess ions ap
p ea r on th e pi c tur e of tw enty years 
ag o. But whil e th ey may have 
bee n . s tron ge r th an th e mea ns of ex
~ rcss ion th en a t Balthu s' di sposal, 
111 Passage de Comm erce, on th e 
o th er hand , B alt.hu s, with so mu ch 
mor e pl as ti c ex per ience , has been 
abl e t.o cx ploi1 th e di stan ce separat-

r,,e frmtastic eye co n tinn ed fr om •p age 40 

nn~lion of 1hc app cnr an ces of 
:bin~; roul,l nl~o bl)com c u v<ehicle 
of pbilo,ophic or reli gion . id eas . In 
onf 0( 1he most fnsr in a lin g ch apt er s 
of his hook. Bol1ru sa il,is has ho w n 
W\\' in 1he rk hl y ver id ica l pa intin g 
d The 4mbasMtlors by Holb ei n, a 
mi;ler of the rcnl if eve r I he re wa s 
,ne. lhe arlis t ha$ in1rod11ce d a 
~l)!e human skull , a pp urcnlly d e
fom1ed bul in fa t·I a corr ec t proj ec-
11011 o!a real skull from a n odd vi ew
poinl. as a symbolic d cment in a 
h·nnelic pi1·1oriiil all e~ ory o f 1he 
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va nit y of ea rthl y skill s and avoca
ti ons. 

In th e volum e on th e fant as tic in 
th e Middl e Ages, which is only a 
p a r t of a large r work on thi s sub 
jec t, B altru sa iti s' aim is to reveal th e 
continu ous absorption of As iati c art 
by the W es t in th e ver y period in 
whi ch, it ha s been su,ppo sed , the 
W es t had b ecom e self-sufficient and 
wa s evolvin g a n ew civjlization from 
it s own reso ur ces and problem s after 
lon g ce nturi es of dependen ce. It is 
r em ark abl e ho w man y motif s of 

in t • 
ha~/: c~roo:/: ~ early B~lLhus. P er-
r epr esent . the variou s figures 
whi ch B 1 ~ parti cular state of soul 
picture ~ ~ us has .felt. P erh aps thi s 
kind f as the import ance of a 
D o . panora ma of his own li fe 

epress ion haunt s the . . . 
pl aces; Ba!thu s had to assi:~ t~t :

0
~: 

s~ot, and he put it in t.he silhou ette 
o an old woman in the bac kgroun d 
~ ho w~lk s to the ri ght ; he yields to 
i~ too, m the individu al squ attin g on 
t e curb- the figur e who, over
whel:!1ed by the "i t will always be 
thus, stares at the group of chil
dr en to ~he left, lookin g par ticula rly 
a t the littl e girl playing with the 
doll set on a chair. A great tender
?ess surround s these ch ildre n, and 
is expr es~ed by the gracio us gesture 
of the girl exte ndin g her ar ms to
ward s the child in the window; the 
roundn ess of the heads emerging 
from the dark and heavy background 
of the fa~ade, lik e the round ness of 
the hea d of the ch ild of inde finite 
sex at the very edge of the pictur e, 
have a kind of stellar charac ter. 

Gothi c and Renaissance art have 
come to Eu rope from As ia, and not 
simpl y from the neighb orin g Moslem 
or Byzantine worl d, but from India 
and even China. Monsters, demo ns, 
gro tesq ues, types of ornament and 
frames, ar e traced with grea t in
genuit y in their passage across two 
continent s. Some of the confronta· 
tion s-- the bat -winged demons of 
Buddhi st art with the simila r but 
mu ch lat er devils in the Western 
ima ges of Hell-are astonis hing and 
delightfu l. Baltrusaitis does not pre-

the nineteenth cent ury, the school of 
European ivory and enamel minia
turists, which throve until the age of 
photography, parallels the history of 

Th ese ch ildren seem to live here, yet 
the scene they compose gives the im
~ression that they are no longer liv
In~, that they no longer belong to 
thi s world, and that they are beings 
t~at die i.n the re very of the you"K 
girl who, m the foreground, dreamily 
looks at 1he spec1ator. Behind her at 
some distance, is a man seen f;om 
the back who is about to carry, wi1h 
the assurance of a somnambulist 
in to the backg round of the paintin~ 
a long, thin , yellow breadl oaf. Be
tween him and the girl in the fore
ground extends the zon e of "it was 
thus": between him and the old 
woman - a reappea rance of child
hood in the face of old-age- lies the 
ultimate zone, so dangerous to cross, 
of "it will always be thus." But is 
not the promise of breaking through 
this despair held in hand? It is the 
golden breadloaf-the emblema tic 
intention of Balthus. 

Translated hy Lionel Abel 
The first monograph on Balthu"' in any 
fonguai;e is published hv the , rU11eum of 
Modern Art to accompany iB Pxhibition. It 
i'I by lamt>11 T. Sob,·. 

tend, like some other scholars, to 
revise our ideas about the origi n of 
Wes tern art as a whole in the light 
of these borrowings, nor does he 
wish to minimize the distinctiveness 
of the European achievement. But 
he has surely disclosed some un
suspected affinities of imagination 
and the susceptibility of the West 
to the different cultures with which 
it had contact in that long period. 
Though one may question certain de
ductions, the resemblances to •he 
Asiatic works are undeniable. 

painting with great virtuosity. There 
are many exquisite piece,. Still it 
would be more appropriate to speak 
not of an art but of a magic craft. 




