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The Tragedy
1903

by Pablo Picasso
(pronounced: Pea-kahs-so)
(Spanish, 1881-1973)

m Three figures, a woman, a man, and a child, stand
together on a shore. The tragedy alluded to in the title
is not specified. Are these figures reacting to some
loss, or does their air of privation itself constitute the
“tragedy” of the title? Color, composition, and articu-
lation of the figures are used as emotional tools to
establish the mood of this work. Although grouped
together, a gulf separates the individuals pictured

by Picasso. The man and woman are withdrawn into
themselves. Only the child makes a gesture of connec-
tion with the man, seeming to touch his thigh, but the
caress is not returned. The postures of the figures—
eyes downturned, bodies hunched —contribute to the
melancholy air, as do their ragged clothes.

The mood of the group is further accentuated by

the painting’s blue palette—this was painted during
Picasso’s blue period, early in his career. A sense of
the figures’ isolation is reinforced by the organiza-
tion of the painting’s background into three distinct
zones of sky, sea, and shore. These broad, unmodu-
lated areas of color compress the painting’s volume,
although the figures themselves have an almost sculp-
tural solidity. Picasso’s interest in the relationship
between the formal, geometric arrangement of his
canvas, evident here, would be further developed in
subsequent years as he became a pioneer of cubism.

QUESTIONS

1 What mood does the painting convey to you? Choose
two adjectives. Would the painting convey a different
feeling if painted in shades of red? Identify the feeling
with two more adjectives.

2 What do you make of the child’s gesture? Why do you
think he (rather than either of the adults) reaches out?

3 Does anything in the painting locate the figures in a
specific historical period or geographical area? What
do you think Picasso’s goal was in generalizing their
portrayal?

Improvisation 31 (Sea Battle)

1913 (detail, cover)
by Wassily Kandinsky

(Russian, 1866—1944)

m Painting at the beginning of the twentieth century,
Wassily Kandinsky was one of the first artists to
develop an abstract style, that is, an approach to paint-
ing that emphasized the expressive potential of color
and shape. Kandinsky’s recognition of the importance
of shape and color stemmed from his reaction upon
returning to his studio and seeing one of his paintings
upside down. He did not recognize the subject but was
impressed by the picture’s radiant appearance.

Accordingly, it is shape and color that first strike your
attention when you look at Kandinsky’s Improvisation
31 (Sea Battle). The importance of these abstract ele-
ments is suggested by the work’s title, which speaks
first to the nature of its composition (an “improvi-
sation”) and secondly, and parenthetically, to its
ostensible subject, a sea battle. Although a careful
examination of the painting reveals the forms of two
warring boats (strong black vertical lines define their
masts and the triangular shapes of their sails), this is
not the exclusive “subject” of the painting. The work
testifies to the power of form and color, both of which
Kandinsky believed could convey meaning. Blue,
according to Kandinsky, was a “heavenly color,” while
yellow was “aggressive.” Green, a combination of the
two, implied calm. Kandinsky identified the triangle,
with its suggestion of upward motion, as a particularly
spiritual shape.

As such theories might suggest, Kandinsky’s paint-
ing, which appears spontaneous, was in fact carefully
thought out and not simply an “improvisation.”

QUESTIONS

1 If this painting were a piece of music, what would it
sound like?

2 What colors do you associate with excitement? With a
quiet mood?

3 Why do you think a painter would make a work almost
entirely abstract, leaving just a hint of representational
subject matter?






