Ted Benoit. Untitled, ca. 1985.
Courtesy the artist.
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To encompass both Breton and Le Corbusier—that would mean drawing the
spirit of contemporary France like a bow, with which knowledge shoots
the moment in the heart.

—Walter Benjamin®

Like a bespectacled Tintin gumming a cigarette, Le Corbusier leans—in a
sketch by the cartoonist Ted Benoit—on a “First Chair” (1983) by Memphis
designer Michele De Lucchi. Unperturbed by the furniture’s decorative
flourishes, the architect puffs away with all the insouciance of the diminu-
tive train at his side, which goes nowhere atop its lone Doric column.
Trabeated versions of Giorgio de Chirico’s trademark arcades indicate—
along with the scene’s spare décor and strange confluence of objects—that
we are inside a pastiche of the Italian painter’s Metaphysical cityscapes
(1910-1919). The conflation of modernity and antiquity staged in de Chirico’s
images reaches, in the improbable congress of Benoit’s parody, a higher
mathematics of art-historical overdetermination. To the left sits Adalberto
Libera’s Palazzo dei Congressi (1937—1957) from Rome’s EUR district—
a (fascist) architectonics that owes a debt to de Chirico and to Le Corbusier
in equal measure. The severity of twentieth-century rationalism has thus
slipped into a seaside reverie; the props of postmodernity have been shuf-
fled onto the reified stage of modernism. The scene confuses high and low,
deadpan and travesty, Corbu and cartoon. In its own way, Benoit’s lampoon
undertakes the impossible task set by Walter Benjamin: to encompass sur-
realism and rationalism in a single image.

For Benjamin, such simultaneity was impossible because of the two isms’
contrary, even inimical, approaches to modernity. These rival tendencies,
prevalent in the Paris of the late 1920s and early 1930s from which Benjamin
was writing, reached their apogee in the two most prominent journals of the
day: Le Corbusier and Amédée Ozenfant’s L’esprit nouveau (1920-1926),
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which championed “Purism” in painting and architecture; and André Breton’s
La révolution surréaliste (1924-1929), which wrested images, objects, and
spaces from bourgeois propriety and placed them in the service of a radical,
waking unconscious. Nowhere did the divergence between these phenom-
ena appear more exacerbated than in their metropolitan applications. Le
Corbusier’s proposed eviscerations of the urban fabric, his peremptory
applications of “invariable” order to city life, stood in direct contrast to sur-
realist notions of memory, illogic, and “objective chance.” To be sure, Le
Corbusier and Ozenfant’s fetishization of objects as sources for utopian
change rivaled that of the surrealists in the wake of the Great War.? But
while the former insisted upon method and need, prosthesis and precision,
Breton and his cohorts turned to objects and spaces—even the most banal—
as the source of unruly desire. If chance formed the new god of surrealism’s
secular modernity, the Purists sought to banish its very existence—whether
from the city itself or from the aesthetic imagination in which it was
rehearsed, anticipated, dreamed.

Somewhere between these extremes stood de Chirico. A Greek-born
Italian schooled in Athens and Munich before moving to Paris, he was both
a student of classical antiquity and a self-appointed disciple of Nietzsche’s
“perversion” of that same tradition.? The son of a prominent railway engi-
neer, de Chirico came to shuttle in his painting between the freighted
archaeology of his native Thessaly and the inchoate spaces of (sub)urban
modernity—particularly that of Paris, where he settled and painted from
1911 until 1915. His return to Paris after World War One (in 1924 and again
definitively in 1925), placed him at once back in the fray of avant-garde
currents and on its margins—a fellow traveler of divergent trends but a
wholehearted subscriber to none. De Chirico was prominently listed in the
pages of L’esprit nouveau as an associate during the early 1920s. During this
same period, the dadaist and proto-surrealist journal Littérature (1921—
1924) paid repeated homage to his work, which was also reproduced in
every issue of La révolution surréaliste. More than any other modernist painter
from before the war, de Chirico seemed to have anticipated the so-called
return to order, with its revisitation of classical themes and embrace of fig-
urative solidity. Yet so, too, did these same canvases galvanize avant-garde
assaults upon these trends during the same years, as dada and surrealist
artists from Berlin to Paris adapted de Chirico’s spaces for the projection of
disaffected ideologies.

Without de Chirico’s Metaphysical images, Dali’s paranoiac dreamscapes
would have been unthinkable; but so, too, would have Italian fascist archi-
tects’” merging of modernism and
Romanita (as in Libera’s Palazzo, or

Left: Adalberto Libera. Palazzo
dei Congressi, EUR district,
Rome, 1937-1957. Photo:
Massimo Giannetta.

Opposite: Giorgio de Chirico.
The Red Tower (La tour rouge),
1913. © 2011 Artists Rights
Society (ARS), New York/
SIAE, Rome.



the EUR at large). Even these uses of de Chirico’s work are not mutually
exclusive, however. Certain fascist-era appropriations of Metaphysical
painting—whether in the form of structures, cityscapes, or advertisements—
reveal an acute surrealist sensibility. At the same time, even a surrealist like
Dali was not without his own fascist (and Purist) sympathies. The 1920s
and 1930s thus witnessed an astonishing range of reception for de Chirico’s
early work. For his own part, while he begrudgingly played surrealist mas-
cot for a time, de Chirico increasingly dissented from Breton’s dogma and
remained aloof from any ideology but his own. He pursued a posture of
solipsistic genius, willfully ignorant of local politics, whether on the left or
right. That ambivalence derived foremost from de Chirico’s unwavering
allegiance to Nietzschean philosophy—an affinity that continued to fuel
the core of his oeuvre even after his more conservative turn post-1919.4
The pedantry of de Chirico’s later painting still coexisted with the lyrical—
and modernist—poetics of his writings throughout the 1920s. In a sense,
this coexistence reflected the same conciliatory idiom of the Metaphysical
images themselves, their ability to reconcile conflicting registers, epochs,
rhetorics.

Benoit has thus invited Le Corbusier into his picture with the blasé
conciliation of Metaphysical painting. The architect appears as an object of
still life in his own right: a prop moved around like some postmodern
bibelot. Even in its highbrow hyperbole, the image stirs up important ques-
tions. What was the relationship between Metaphysical painting and Purism,
their respective negotiations of modernity and antiquity, avant-garde and
reaction? May we speak, in particular, of any rapport between de Chirico
and Le Corbusier? Born just one year apart, the two men overlapped for sev-
eral years in Paris during the 1920s—sharing colleagues, a gallery dealer,
and roles in the foremost journals of the period. However, their personal
rapport seems to have been minimal.5 In his own copious writings, de Chirico
never mentions Corbusier; the latter invokes de Chirico only once, rather
glancingly.® But do their respective silences belie the narcissism of small
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differences? Or are their projects in fact only superficially related: fre-
quently apposite in appearance but opposite in import? Such questions do
not bear solely—or even primarily—on the respective work of de Chirico or
Le Corbusier. They cut across the core of French modernism between the
World Wars, revealing a cross-section of various, often contradictory,
threads that are too often resolved into neat, art-historical categories.

De Chirico’s paintings significantly influenced urban and architectural
practices between the World Wars and after. Conversely, Le Corbusier pro-
fessed that he approached architecture through “the channel of my painting.””
This chiasmus reveals much about Metaphysical and Purist sensibilities,
which—particularly in light of their shared resistance to avant-garde prac-
tices—merit further consideration. Both figures have been included in
anthologies on Nietzsche’s architectural influences, and their work sits side
by side in exhibitions on twentieth-century urban utopias and studies of
European modernism.® Yet the rapports between them—however trans-
verse—have never received sustained attention. Without sacrificing what is
particular to each, I aim to set the early projects of de Chirico and Le Corbusier
into dialogue, and to address the complex (and often irreconcilable) strains
that such juxtaposition lays bare. Arguably, no two modernist figures have
been as consistently assailed and feted by voices from both the left and the
right. Their respective oeuvres attracted the most polarized epithets and fol-
lowers of the interwar period—f{rom humanist to fascist, radical to reac-
tionary. Finally, perhaps no two individuals more decisively influenced
conceptions of space and the city in Europe between the two world wars—
if not the entire twentieth century—than de Chirico and Le Corbusier. But
rather than proffer superlatives, I hope to tease out some of their unspoken
affinities and antagonisms, as well as to suggest how these, in turn, illumi-
nate larger historical and art-historical problems of interwar French culture.

“Modern Optics” and Painted Architecture: Affinities and Divergences
In his cogent survey of Le Corbusier’s career, Stanislaus Von Moos writes of
Corbu’s earliest extant paintings that they

show no evidence whatsoever of the Cubist revolution. The white die
reflected on the marble ledge and the books that appear in what Le
Corbusier later called his first painting, La cheminée (1918), are at the
same time an echo from Greece and an anticipation of later architec-
tonic concepts. There is scarcely anything comparable to be found in
the Parisian art scene of the time, although some works by Jeanneret
do recall the decors of Adolpe [sic] Appia, the Swiss pioneer of modern
stage design.?



A comparable aesthetic did exist in Paris at the time, however—a hushed,
painted architectonics that had drawn upon Appia’s designs and notably
combined Greek antiquity with modern sensibilities.'® Though de Chirico
had immigrated to Ferrara at the start of World War One, his Metaphysical
pictures remained in circulation in Paris during the late 1910s and early
1920s, arbitrated by his young, dynamic dealer, Paul Guillaume. Representing
artists such as André Derain, Francis Picabia, and Amedeo Modigliani, and
dealing in African sculpture, Guillaume first encountered de Chirico’s work
through the poet and critic Guillaume Apollinaire. As the lightning rod for
an entire spectrum of avant-garde activity, Apollinaire managed to cham-
pion cubism and abstraction, on the one hand, and to defend de Chirico’s
early efforts from a frequently hostile press, on the other. On the occasion of
de Chirico’s first solo exhibition in Paris in October 1913, Apollinaire declared
him “perhaps the only living European artist who has not been influenced
by the young French school”—an account that resonates, not coincidentally,
with Von Moos’s description of Le Corbusier’s burgeoning aesthetic.”

Several other French critics in the ensuing decade underscored (however
tendentiously) de Chirico’s exceptional resistance to cubism’s revolution.
Even the future champion of the Purist cause, Maurice Raynal, asserted in
1913 that de Chirico edited out of his pictures any pictorial trace of chance
and that color served in his works only to emphasize volume rather than
playing any autonomous role. Frenchifying the orthography of de Chirico’s
name, Raynal describes “Georgio” as a “[self-]Jconsciously ‘French artist,””
whose compositions articulated at once antiquity and modernity, fantasy
and “dogma.”"? De Chirico’s anticipatory affinities with Purism are further
evinced in the similar terms by which critics discussed the work of de
Chirico and Roger de la Fresnaye—a painter whose interpretation of cubism
exerted a considerable influence on Purism.' Salon critics André Salmon
and Louis Vauxcelles singled out both artists—however tendentiously—as
offering alternatives to the more fleeting turbulence of cubism.™ The
Purists’ purging of the avant-garde’s “muddled sensibilities” is most often
discussed in the context of contemporary French tendencies inflected with
Latin, classical solidity, whether the canvases of André Lhote and de la
Fresnaye or the synthetic cubism of the L’effort moderne painters such as
Juan Gris, Louis Marcussis, and Gino Severini.” Yet even more than these
examples, de Chirico’s Metaphysical paintings obviated the need for a purge
in the first place. Furthermore, they aggressively married French mod-
ernism to principles of classical architectonics. While Le Corbusier likely
did not read early salon reviews, he would have been aware of the prece-
dent of Metaphysical art, particularly as the pyrrhic extremes of avant-garde
painting receded in the wake of the Great War.
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In de Chirico’s work, Le Corbusier’s “return to the great Latin tradition”
would have found a precedent as full of Mediterranean gravitas as the syn-
thetic solidity of Gris’s and Pablo Picasso’s latest works. To the extent that
de Chirico had absorbed lessons from the Parisian avant-garde (to wit, the
Cubist-like masses of The Purity of a Dream), these appeared inextricable
from the trappings of classicism (hence critics’ insistence upon the images’
attendant “dogma” [Raynal], “reaction” [Roger Marx], and “severity”
[Apollinaire]). The Metaphysical paintings’ spartan geometries, further-
more, appeared already integrated into an exclusively architectural vocab-
ulary: porticoes, piazze, fagades, parapets, towers, and—after the artist’s
move to Ferrara in 1915—fragments of colored wood. These elements arbi-
trate sophisticated, if elliptical, narratives. But they also stand as a series of
semiautonomous forms in their own right—forms that de Chirico himself
likened to the fundamentals of a linguistic idiom: “[W]e who know the
signs of the metaphysical alphabet are aware of the joy and the solitude
enclosed by a portico, the corner of a street, or even in a room, on the sur-
face of a table, between the sides of a box.”’® In other words, Metaphysical
marvels are to be found not in a transcendental realm (such as music) but
in the circumscribed banality of everyday, spatial “language.” Even in his
earliest writings from Paris (1911-1913), de Chirico insists that modern
myth lies solely in extant, circumscribed surfaces: in “[p]recise, geometric
shadows,” in “rectangles, squares, and trapezoids.”"” Paintings such as The
Anxious Journey (1913), Gare Montparnasse (1914), and The Evil Genius of
a King (1914) render interchangeable (sub)urban space and still life, the
inhabitable prospect and a conventionalized disposition of forms.

In shoring up the seemingly gratuitous caprices of modernist imagery at
the end of this same decade, the Purists insisted that “modern optics” be
articulated in and through city space: “the streets, the houses, almost uni-
formly squared up by the windows, the neat strips of the pavements, the
lines of trees with their almost identical circular fences, the regular punc-

Left: Charles-Edouard
Jeanneret (Le Corbusier).
La Bouteille de Vin Orange,
1922. © 2011 Artists Rights
Society (ARS), New York/
ADAGP, Paris/F.L.C.

Opposite: Giorgio de Chirico.
Gare Montparnasse, 1914.

© 2011 Artists Rights
Society (ARS), New York/
SIAE, Rome.
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tuation of street-lighting . . . confine us still and always in geometry.”*® This
immanence of Purist optics to architecture—both actual and pictorial/
metaphorical—has a significant precursor in de Chirico’s painting, in which
the integuments of abstraction appear through the extant geometries of the
built environment. In a series of still lifes that they called “peinture archi-
tecturée,” Le Corbusier and Ozenfant set forth a reduced vocabulary of
forms—bottles and instruments, tabletops and open doors—that served as
metonyms for their aesthetic agenda.™ Like the askesis of its imagery, Purist
theory rested more on proscription than on prescription. Jeanneret and
Ozenfant rejected what they identified as the “ornamental,” “romantic,” and
“accidental” contingencies of cubism and other modernist ventures.?°
Morphological deformations and ornamental caprice were as anathema to
Purist doctrine as to Metaphysical theory. Both de Chirico and the Purists
located aesthetic legitimacy not in formal innovation ex nihilo but in the
opposite: a look again at what already exists, a teasing out of the profundity
implicit in the most ordinary geometries and objects.?® The unsettling
effects of The Red Tower (1913), The Melancholy of an Afternoon (1913), or
Gare Montparnasse (1914) are evinced not through any outlandish forms but
by strategies of isolation and framing—procedures entirely confluent with
Purist painting and its fastidious curating of space.

However, that unsettling effect is where the two projects diverged. The
significance imputed to the object in Purism and Metaphysical painting
stand at absolute odds. The ambiguity conferred upon the crisply rendered
bananas in the foreground of Gare Montparnasse would have ruffled Purist
sensibilities. For as much as Le Corbusier and Ozenfant insisted—Ilike
de Chirico—upon subject matter (as opposed to outright abstraction) as the
domain of painting, they recoiled from “the sign” and its uncertainties.?? In
their 1919 essay “Purism,” Jeanneret and Ozenfant disparage “an art of the
initiated, an art requiring knowledge of a key, an art of symbols.”?? This
describes the very pith of Metaphysical painting: its literary penchant, its
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use of what de Chirico deemed “the solitude of the sign,” and its semantic
exclusivity except for an initiated few. De Chirico’s scenes subscribe, like
Purist painting, to sharp lines, clear light, and silent fixity, but their objects
vacillate between plain materiality and literary allusion, between (visual)
transparency and (semantic) convolution. This reflects the different philo-
sophical projects underpinning de Chirico’s work and Purism. Le Corbusier
oriented his work according to the “Greek ideal” and Neoplatonism; de
Chirico’s “Greece” lay, in contrast, in the world of the pre-Socratics rather
than that of Pericles or Phidias. For de Chirico—as for Nietzsche and
Heraclitus, from whom de Chirico derived much of his aesthetic impetus—
lucidity and concision were not at odds with the nonsensical or the lyrical
but were their very source.?* Though numerous writers (Ozenfant among
them) would misread de Chirico’s aesthetic as “humanist,” he undertook pre-
cisely to subvert the wholesome commonplaces of an all-too-human logos.?®

A passage from Beyond Good and Evil suggests the kind of order and
routine that de Chirico’s painting assails, particularly in light of the
Nietzschean philosophy to which he subscribed in earnest. Describing
the clockwork of morality in notably spatial terms, Nietzsche denounces the
habitual tendency to “assimilate the new to the old, to simplify the mani-
fold, and to overlook or repulse whatever is totally contradictory. . . . Its
intent in all this is to incorporate new ‘experiences,’ to file new things in old
files.”?6 The Purists famously allied themselves, both metaphorically and
literally, with the logic of “filing” that Nietzsche derides. Whether in the
Ronéo file or the Innovation trunk, Purist painting called upon modern con-
veniences to order and to sort without equivocation. Illustrating this imper-
ative to do away with objets-sentiment, Le Corbusier summed up his and
Ozenfant’s efforts in 1925: “We have wanted to build and no longer to
doubt.”?” Despite their similarly discriminating spatial economy, de Chirico’s
images endeavor not so much to place objects as to displace or misplace
them—whether bananas next to a plaster bust or an inexplicably itinerant
painting and easel in the midst of a spectral cityscape.
Doubt saturates the Metaphysical image, despite its

C* Lincrusta Wallon francaise  seemingly transparent surety. Though de Chirico equated
et Loreid réunis objects of modernity with antique counterparts—res-
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onating with, say, Le Corbusier’s juxtaposition of the
Parthenon and a 1921 Delage automobile—this analogy
was never put in the service of any rational, transcendent
standard. De Chirico’s images estrange old and new—as
with an ancient galley appearing next to a modern factory
or bananas from the colonies next to an ancient bust—
rather than unite them in some ideal form.?8
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Nevertheless, in the context of postwar French and Italian culture,
de Chirico’s images—cleansed of their notably German genealogy—could
be, and were, seen as appeals to order avant la lettre. Their stripped, super-
ficially classicizing elements offered a screen for the projection of reac-
tionary sentiments, above all a cultural nostalgia for humanism and logic,
recently buried by the war’s horrors. Despite his otherwise brilliant
account, von Moos errs in asserting that “the purist manifesto was in fact
the first articulate manifestation of a major shift in taste toward an updated
form of classicism.”?® This classicism had already been revised in the guise
of de Chirico’s prewar painting—an aesthetic whose refusal to “manifest”
with avant-garde stridency underscored, precisely, its appeal as a postwar
cultural palliative.?® In the event that the Purists themselves had missed
this anticipation of their own efforts, de Chirico took it upon himself to
inform them. An unpublished manuscript, which still sits in the archives
of the Fondation Le Corbusier, attests to his furtive effort to do so.

“Plastic Values” between Metaphysical Painting and Purism

Oh, what a blow to their nationalism my French friends receive from the
bugbear of metaphysical art!
—Alberto Savinio?!

Signed “Giovanni Loreto” and hand-typed on three sheets of thin paper, an
essay titled “Giorgio de Chirico” arrived at the editorial offices of L’esprit
nouveau on December 29, 1921 (see the translation included in this issue).
In its insistence that the “sentiment de ’architecture” in de Chirico’s
imagery formed its “most intimate sense,” the essay aims to resonate with
the journal’s cultural agenda, specifically with the sympathies of its editors.
Even as he insists upon de Chirico’s modernity, the author marvels at “how,
in the middle of Paris, this young painter—indifferent to the solicitations of
various artistic schools and fashions, of different schools and innumerable
tendencies—pursued his ideals with the chastity of an ancient painter.”
Rather than recoil from de Chirico’s prewar philosophical orientation, the
essay calls attention to the “troubling” aspects of his Metaphysical imagery,
as well as its roots in the “divine chance” articulated by Nietzsche. Loreto,
however, seems not to have existed. While I cannot address this question at
length here, I have elsewhere demonstrated that de Chirico—an artist prone
to writing under a range of heteronyms—is the author of this essay.?? His
effort as “Loreto” was in vain, however: the essay never appeared in L’esprit
nouveau or anywhere else.?

While Le Corbusier and Ozenfant may well have been unfamiliar with
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de Chirico’s painting earlier in the 1910s, they were unlikely to have missed
its resurgent prominence—in both France and Italy—after the Great War.
Unlike his avant-garde peers, de Chirico never published any manifestos of
his theories. Beginning in 1918, however, he and his brother Alberto Savinio
(né Andrea de Chirico) began to issue a series of retrospective précis of
Metaphysical aesthetics. These publications shuttled with increasing fre-
quency between Italy and Paris. Most prominently, they featured in Valori
plastici—a journal launched in 1918 that anticipated the role of L’esprit
nouveau in nearly every sense: it was an international clearinghouse of cur-
rent practices, from Wassily Kandinsky to Breton, Jean Cocteau to Theo van
Doesburg, as well as a forum for national(ist) rhetoric about the role of archi-
tecture and classicism in reorienting the course of modernity. The two jour-
nals eventually participated in reciprocal advertisement and shared many
of the same authors, from Carlo Carra and Giuseppe Ungaretti to Maurice
Raynal and Waldemar George. In December of 1918, the Parisian journal SIC
announced the debut of Valori plastici, noting that it “proposed . . . to study
all the problems of plastic art. One finds in it essays by Carra and . . .
de Chirico, as well as lovely reproductions [of these painters’ work].”3
Already in May of the same year, SIC’s editor Pierre Albert-Birot had
declared that certain artists involved with the journal Raccolta (published
in Bologna), “in particular. . . G[iorgio] de Chirico and A[lberto] Saviniol,]
are destined to orient the Italian artistic movement toward a more simple,
human, grand period of art, approaching the classical French tradition[!].”3>

To claim that Italy’s “plastic values” might take their cues from French
classicism risks a decidedly casuistic—or sophistic—reasoning. That is, at
least, how the Italians saw it. They quickly wrote to the editor in clamorous
protest. Even a quick glance at Giorgio Morandi’s still lifes from 1918 and
1919, for example—with their sober palettes and vocabulary of pipes, bot-
tles, and squat boxes—suggests how any exclusively French claim to
Purism (by whatever moniker) would have rankled Italian sensibilities. In




the same vein, Carra’s Still Life with Set Square (1917) strikingly anticipated
by a couple of years Le Corbusier’s nearly identical repertoire of forms.
Carra responded with due bitterness to Maurice Raynal’s description of
Purism as a French phenomenon. On the pages of Valori Plastici he sneered,

[Raynal’s essay] addresses many theoretical points familiar to us
[Italians] since [the early 1910s] . . . with all due respect to my dear col-
leagues Ozenfant and Jeanneret, the constructive concept to which
“Purism” lays claim exists in the history of Italian art since the time
of Giotto . . . it is absurd to speak of such things as a recent discovery
by the French.?6

In the early 1910s, Carra had been busy deconstructing painting. As a promi-
nent futurist, he had reduced painting to shards of centrifugal faceting,
riotous collage, words-in-freedom. While some of his work after 1914
betrayed an increasing concern for plastic solidity, the “constructive”
dimensions to which Carra refers appeared first, and most forcefully, in
de Chirico’s Metaphysical paintings. The remarks of “Giovanni Loreto” to
Le Corbusier and Ozenfant—that de Chirico “was the first Italian painter
to have truly understood the profundity” of Italian architectonics—are a
refrain of which de Chirico would make frequent use during these years. He
insisted (often in vain) that Carra and others recognize the prescience of his
aesthetic atavism, as well as their debt to its more retiring precedent.?”

We must not disavow the differences and quibbles—some subtle, some
sharp—that marked Italian figuration after the Great War, whether between
the respective Metaphysical ventures of de Chirico and Carra, the still life
strategies of Carra and Morandi, or the ideological orientations of journals
such as Valori plastici and La ronda.?® After 1917, de Chirico’s early work
anchored a renewed concern for “plastic values” on behalf of numerous
Italian artists and critics, Carra foremost among them. Though de Chirico’s
Metaphysical images evince more of a Nietzschean “untimeliness” than a
timeless classicism, they appeared—in the
postwar context, along with the artist’s increas-
ingly conservative rhetoric about craft and tra-
dition—as touchstones of a renewed humanism,
rationalism, and order. At the expense of de
Chirico’s more equivocal imagery, too, Carra
emphasized the logical foundations that he
drew out of pittura metafisica, insisting upon
“the synthesis that constitutes the definitive
order within the painting.”?® Carra intoned
about the need to “to succeed in making the

Opposite: Carlo Carra. Still Life
with Set Square (Natura morta
con squadra), 1917. © 2011 Artists
Rights Society (ARS), New York/
SIAE, Rome.

Right: Charles-Edouard Jeanneret
(Le Corbusier). The White Bowl,
1919. © 2011 Artists Rights
Society (ARS), New York/ADAGP,
Paris/F.L.C.
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drawing precede the reconstruction of the picture, which happens archi-
tectonically and not by chance, like the sum of raw facts put in order.”*° The
frequent appearance of compasses, T squares, and drafting instruments
in both de Chirico’s and Carra’s images, redoubled—on an iconographic
level—the architectural sensibility that subtends them. As Italian modernist
painters searched for a new classicism relevant to the age, de Chirico’s
Metaphysical pictures stood out for having resisted a priori the avant-garde
dissolution of form.#' Furthermore, that resistance seemed (however spe-
ciously) to have been made in the name of an unequivocally Italian aesthetic.*?

Like so many of his compatriots after the Great War, de Chirico inveighed
about the role of italianita in shoring up the effete superficiality of French
culture—whether pictorial, architectural, or verbal. Writing to Giovanni
Papini on the latter’s new journal, La vraie Italie (founded in 1919, a year
before L’esprit nouveau), de Chirico declares it “excellent, from every point
of view; I also like that sense of solidity that is conferred upon French [lan-
guage] by an Italian who knows it well.”4? Yet the fact that Italy’s foremost
cultural proponents felt obliged to publish in French undermines the very
notion of Italian primacy. To wit, the title of La vraie Italie implies that the
“truth” of Italy is accessible only via Frenchness (much as the Italian futur-
ist manifesto had been first launched in Paris a decade earlier on the pages
of Le Figaro). Even Valori plastici published monographs in French, in
France, and on French artists: from Le Nain to Camille Corot to Le néoclas-
sicisme dans I'art contemporain.** Despite all the posturing of cultural
ascendancy during this period, French and Italian identities remained
imbricated, mutually contingent. If the French “new classicism” needed
Giotto and Piero, the Italians needed Nicolas Poussin and Claude, Jean
Ingres and Georges Seurat, even André Derain and the Douanier Rousseau.
In their writings, Le Corbusier and Ozenfant invoke the wisdom of Italian
Renaissance painters on the primacy of line. Conversely, Carra appeals to
Charles Baudelaire on linear composition and laments that the sensorial
excess of French naturalism and impressionism had betrayed “proud
[Gustave] Courbet of the barricades.”*® While de Chirico, Carra, and their
compatriots could rightly claim a prominent role in the reorientation of
postwar painting, even those efforts cannot be seen independently of, say,
Fresnaye’s Still Life with Set Square (1914). The anticipatory solidity of
Fresnaye’s example, which separates shapes and planes into clear bound-
aries (including the telltale, architectural bellwether of the set square), com-
plicates this genealogy. The potential influence of Metaphysical painting
on Purism (and Italian modernism on its French confrére more broadly) is
thus more difficult to tease out than it would seem.

Such give-and-take between (often ineffably) “Italian” and “French” sen-



sibilities raises the question: What did Maurice Raynal mean when he
described de Chirico as a “consciously ‘French artist’’? Do Raynal’s scare
quotes not render the very term self-conscious in its own right? The pecu-
liar, Franco-Italian alchemy of de Chirico’s Metaphysical painting stirred up
such questions well before interwar critical controversies—and before the
Purists launched their own contemporaneous venture.*® While I do not
argue for any direct influence of the former upon the latter, the terms of
their contemporaneity must be reconsidered in light of de Chirico’s
notable—and notably ambivalent—oeuvre. His work most poignantly medi-
ated the often-polarized histories and historiographies of French and Italian
aesthetics between the wars. Tellingly, de Chirico’s preparatory drawing for
Gare Montparnasse bears the title “Italian Square with Bananas.”4” Even
the final painting itself—in its composition as well as its title—articulates
anything but an exclusively Italian idiom. The image’s exaggerated per-
spective is indistinguishable from the rearing picture planes of Paul
Cézanne and Henri Matisse. The architectonic solidity of its piazza recalls
the trabeations of a Greek agora and a cast-iron Parisian porch in equal mea-
sure. The national values of its plasticity are anything but pure.

The Limits of Signs

“We think of the painting,” Jeanneret and Ozenfant write, “not as a surface,
but as a space.”*® As much as the Purists’ peinture architecturée proffered
a stylized vocabulary of flat forms, it also assumed a projection of the
viewer into the picture plane—a process that rehearsed the transition from
fictional space to inhabitable reality. Indeed, Le Corbusier’s refinement of
the so-called promenade architecturale in his buildings during the 1920s
(particularly the Villa Savoye) derived from the pictorial experiments of
Purist painting. In contrast, most Cubist paintings—by turns fragmented
and ruthlessly compressed—had denied the projection of the individual
into space, except as a fragmented subject. Still, in his landmark book,
Space, Time, and Architecture (1941), Sigfried Giedion argued for the his-
torical confluence between the Cubist picture plane and the free plan pio-
neered by Le Corbusier. As an example, Giedion juxtaposed Picasso’s
L’arlésienne (1911) with the Dessau Bauhaus by Walter Gropius (1926),
arguing for a shared sense of transparency and simultaneity of (nonper-
spectival) spaces.*?

Defying this received wisdom in turn, von Moos writes, “Whatever the
impact of cubism upon architecture may have been, it was only after modern
painting had returned to classical discipline that it could enter into
dialogue with progressive architecture, as it did later on in the works of
Le Corbusier.”5? Not until 1922 or 1923, von Moos argues, could cubism
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enter into the bloodstream of architectural rationalism, having by then been
cleansed of its recalcitrance. Yet de Chirico’s architectural representations
after 1912 anticipated that disciplining a decade earlier, particularly in their
representations of a (fictionally) habitable space. While many of his images
simply skirt cubist fragmentation and faceting (as in The Red Tower), several
others (e.g., The Purity of a Dream, The Anxious Journey, Gare Montparnasse)
assimilate it with a sophistication that far exceeds the clumsy, decorative
applications of actual models, such as Raymond Duchamp-Villon’s Maison
Cubiste of 1911. Writing decades after a stay in New York, de Chirico mar-
vels that the city’s “elongated, white, cubist, neatly ordered” architecture
expresses not simply imperial cities like Rome or Babylon but “that which
I felt and expressed in certain aspects of my painted works: a harmonious
homogeneity and monumentality formed of disparate and heterogeneous
elements.”5* New York’s architectural heterogeneity and monumentality are
a far cry from that of Rome or Turin. The white “cubism” of rationalist
structures could not differ more dramatically from the Forum. Still, de
Chirico’s account of his own paintings—as evincing both urban antiquity
and International Style modernism—captures something of how the
Metaphysical paintings reconcile disparities.

Picasso’s legendary naming of de Chirico as “le peintre des gares”—*"“the
painter of (railway) stations”—in the 1910s underscores the particular
modernity of the Metaphysical cities, their whiff of an antiseptic, modern
engineering—a dimension that is frequently downplayed in the effort to
cast de Chirico as a passéiste foil to futur-
ism.%? In fact, de Chirico’s spaces increas-
ingly resembled the urban scenes that
nostalgists of old Paris decried about the
city’s modern incarnation, its growing
resemblance to “improvised Californias.”%
The imperious sweep of Metaphysical
perspective, for example, effaces memory
as much as it recuperates it. De Chirico’s
pictorial strategies appeal more to the
reductive logic of Haussmannization than
to the recuperative archaeology of Rome.
The unadorned severity of de Chirico’s
fagades after 1912—their seriality and lin-
earity—reveals something of “the new aes-
thetic of the hotel” that he praises in his
early French manuscripts.>* No less a critic
than Giedion remarked upon “the sure

Top: Le Corbusier. Villa Savoye,
Poissy, France, 1928-1929.

© 2011 Artists Rights Society
(ARS), New York/ADAGP,
Paris/F.L.C.

Bottom: Le Corbusier.
“Composition” on the terrace
of the Villa Savoye, 1928-1929.
© 2011 Artists Rights Society
(ARS), New York/ADAGP,
Paris/F.L.C.



and inoffensive quality of [de Chirico’s] uniform Paris fagades”—a description
at odds with habitual accounts of de Chirico’s cityscapes as topographic rem-
iniscences.® Yet these paintings contain more of Adolf Loos’s sterile, anti-
historicist architecture than they do any concern for ruins or fantastic vistas.

A comparison of the roof of the Villa Savoye with Gare Montparnasse is
perhaps too neat, too perfect, in its visual rhymes but does underscore the
frequent formal and spatial convergences of these projects, despite the ide-
ological divergences that separate their intentions. De Chirico has made the
void under the station’s side porch the unlikely axis of his scene, under-
scoring many of his images’ resonance with—or anticipation of—aspects of
Le Corbusier’s “countermonumentality.”’>® De Chirico uses walls and planes
to frame his objects, elevating them to a mythical hieraticism—something
eventually pursued by Corbusier not only in painting but in actual struc-
tures. If the Villa Savoye’s spaces effect a striking spatial and visual simul-
taneity (pierced stairwells, walls of glass, etc.), that simultaneity coexists
with a decided investment in architectural perspective. Whether in the
solarium, the rooftop cutouts, or the ground-floor windows and pilotis, the
structure is continually pierced and spaced by emphatically framed views.
A photographic composition by Le Corbusier from the late 1920s—featur-
ing a crypto-Purist still life of spectacles, a small box, and a hat on the Villa
Savoye’s roof—reveals a sensibility quite in line with de Chirico’s.
Photographed through the prominent empty frame cut out of the building’s
west fagade, the still life sits on a shelf seemingly made for the isolated dis-
play of objects. The “Philosopher’s Promenade” evoked by de Chirico’s
painting of the same name (1914)—featuring a drawn statue and isolated
glasses framed by crisp, geometric architectonics—seems almost expressly
cited by Le Corbusier’s strange punctuation of his own “promenade archi-
tecturale.” The bananas on the foreground ledge of Gare Montparnasse no
longer seem so estranged from Le Corbusier’s own strategies.

“The limits of these signs,” de Chirico writes in “On Metaphysical Painting,”
which he published in Valori plasticiin April 1919, “constitute for us a sort of
moral and aesthetic code of representation, and more than this, with clair-
voyance we construct in painting a new metaphysical psychology of objects.”5”
Consider Le Corbusier’s observations in his text Une petite maison (1923),
“To make the landscape interesting, one must take the radical decision to
limit it, to give it certain dimensions: to occlude the horizon by raising the
walls, and to reveal it through gaps at strategic points.”®® Von Moos likens this
framing and its “spatial manipulation” to a delimited stage set, writing, “here,
the inspiration from surrealism, or perhaps more immediately from the pit-
tura metafisica of Giorgio de Chirico is not to be discarded.”®® But aside from
von Moos’s brief, astute observation, it has indeed been largely discarded.

Illustrations with “traces regula-
teurs,” from Lesprit nouveau,
1921. Left: Edouard Jeanneret
(Le Corbusier). La Bouteille de
Vin Orange, 1922. © 2011 Artists
Rights Society (ARS), New
York/ADAGP, Paris/F.L.C.

Right: Amédée Ozenfant. Flask,
Guitar, Glass, and Bottle on a
Green Table, 1920. © 2011 Artists
Rights Society (ARS), New
York/ADAGP, Paris. i ol
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De Chirico, Le Corbusier, and the Avant-Garde “Situation of the Object”

Marcel Duchamp put a mustache on the Mona Lisa; Jeanneret and Ozenfant,
those superlative coiffeurs du cubisme, set about shaving it off, but it will
grow back.

—Francis Picabia®®

De Chirico did not hesitate to paint industrial chimneys and silos—forms
that he eulogized for evincing the “romanticism of modern life,” “the
geometry of factories and workshops,” “estates immobile like cubic arches
of stone and cement.”®" Yet, whereas he fetishized the painterly craft of
re-presenting such industrial structures, Le Corbusier championed the
leveling uniformity of industrial process itself as the touchstone for a new
aesthetic. The only use implied in de Chirico’s structures and objects is an
imaginative one, at odds with the proximity and clarity of their presenta-
tion—as different, ultimately, from the literal physicality of Marcel
Duchamp’s bottle rack (1914) as from the utilitarian resonance of Purism’s
painted bottles. Even in its seemingly oracular anonymity and freedom
from “style,” Metaphysical painting remained invested in the singularity of
each canvas, as well as the genius of its maker.5? The esotericism of de
Chirico’s Nietzschean revelations bridled against Purism’s universalist
ethos, its application to commercial design.

With regard to that design and its implied principle of aesthetic selection
(as opposed to mere mechanical production), Nancy Troy has written, “Le
Corbusier and Ozenfant drew attention to the sense in which their notion
of the design process involved an anonymous, aesthetically ‘blind’ choice,
and was not a matter of making art.”%® In this sense, Le Corbusier’s project
was as divested from the myth of craft—and the attendant subscription to a
subjective aesthetic genius—as Duchamp’s readymades. Many art histori-
ans have likened the latter to de Chirico’s still lifes, to the extent that both
displace objects into new, disorienting spaces and semantic values.®* Yet
if, like Duchamp, de Chirico may be said to draw attention to the “extra-
plastic” condition of things, this deflection serves quite a different purpose
in the painter’s hands. Duchamp used chance to deal the notion of original
authorship a blow. De Chirico exploited the fruits of chance—or rather, the
look of chance in his staged paintings of incongruous combinations—to fur-
ther cement his irreducible, ordained singularity. “Loreto’s” offhand appo-
sition of “architectural genius” and “mere chance” underscores this. De
Chirico aimed for his painting to conflate these same registers. In their crisp
transparency, the Metaphysical paintings at once efface de Chirico’s author-
ship, and foreground it absolutely as a product of painterly genius.

Conflicting orthogonals of
Giorgio de Chirico’s Gare
Montparnasse, 1914. As illus-
trated in Giorgio de Chirico
(Museum of Modern Art, 1982).
© 2011 Artists Rights Society
(ARS), New York/SIAE, Rome.



In the end, Duchamp’s “anesthetic” short-circuiting of subjectivity stands
as close to the Purist venture—and its proposed elimination of “art”—as to
de Chirico’s. Duchamp’s objects are, however, stripped of the use value
implied in the Purist project. The ideological purposes (as well as the philo-
sophical origins) of their respective “selections,” furthermore, are wildly
divergent.® Still, as evidenced by Duchamp’s declaration in 1912, “Painting
is over” (as he looked at a plane propeller at the Salon de la Locomotion
Aérienne), he anticipated Le Corbusier’s oeuvre far more than is often
recognized.% Even Duchamp’s 1911 schematic painting of a coffee mill in
motion anticipates Purist concerns both formally and thematically and
frustrates—along with the mechanomorphs of Picabia that are its counter-
parts—the neat corral of art-historical categories. As much as this image
betrays hints of the ironically “Purist” facets of Duchamp’s “antiretinal”
work, it obliquely underscores what is (often literally) eccentric in Le
Corbusier’s own painting.

In essays published in L’esprit nouveau (and subsequently in Vers une
architecture) Jeanneret and Ozenfant developed what they called “regulat-
ing lines” (traces regulateurs). Complete with mathematical notations, these
X-ray like vectors, superimposed over paintings and architectural struc-
tures alike, aimed to demonstrate the positivist logic subtending Purism. A
close look at Purist paintings reveals, however, that this putatively mathe-
matical rationalism often protests too much and that the paintings fre-
quently equivocate in their spatial disposition. While Ozenfant’s are often
the more adventurous in this regard, Jeanneret’s reveal their own ambigui-
ties. In the latter’s Purist Still Life, Effort Moderne (1922), the forms alter-
nate between corpulence and utter flatness: now sfumati, now planar. The
contour of a pitcher appears simultaneously flush with the very ground on
which it sits. The bottle in the foreground is inexplicably divided into solid
sections of opaque color, while its base reveals a transparent cross-section
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of its structure. Incongruities lurk, too, in the relative simplicity of The
White Bowl (1919). The lines on either side of the squat brown cube, demar-
cating the far edge of the table, cannot possibly converge evenly. Despite its
solidity, furthermore, the eponymous bowl appears precarious in its perch.5”
The left quadrant of Composition with Guitar and Lantern (1920) takes these
spatial hedges to queasy effect; they are almost dizzying in their confusion
of recession and protrusion.®® The “invariables” professed by Purist geome-
tries vary significantly, if subtly.

The same may be said for de Chirico’s deployment of linear perspective,
a deployment consistently upheld as proof of his archaism—notwithstand-
ing Clement Greenberg’s exceptional, incisive argument that de Chirico’s
hyperbolic uses of perspectives stood not as his recoil from modernist
painting but as his greatest contribution to it’s radical flatness. It was Piet
Mondrian, Greenberg claimed, who “drew the correct conclusion from the
Italian painter’s early work, not Dali.”6% In an important essay that dissented
from received wisdom and built upon Greenberg’s argument, William
Rubin demonstrated how de Chirico’s orthogonals converge upon numer-
ous, conflicting vanishing points.”® The vectors of The Enigma of a Day
(1914) and Gare Montparnasse, for example, recede in at least five different
directions. As with Purist painting, these discrepancies reveal themselves
only gradually, to the deliberate looker. Yet de Chirico himself never
promised the unswerving journey plotted by “regulating lines.” If he could
espouse a title such as The Purity of a Dream (1915), he also could lay claim
to The Uncertainty of the Poet (1913). And in spite of his musings on the
future translation of his images into public works, de Chirico could not
have cared less if his trains ran on time.”* The functionality of his scenes is
already sabotaged by a sense that time loops in an endless circle; the com-
munal aspect of their public spaces is simultaneously disavowed by
their semantic exclusivity. If de Chirico’s objects always appear in piazza,

Left: Christopher Wood.
Zebra and Parachute, 1930.
Tate Gallery, London.

Opposite: Charles-Edouard
Jeanneret (Le Corbusier).
Nature morte: Leffort moderne,
1922. © 2011 Artists Rights
Society (ARS), New York/
ADAGP, Paris/F.L.C.
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their meaning offers itself only to a few, privileged initiates.

These paradoxical effects—of publicity and secrecy, transparency and
obfuscation—go a long way in explaining the simultaneous appropriations
of his images: whether surrealist claims for their utopian lyricism or a fas-
cist urbanism that derived strategies of sventramento (disemboweling) and
isolamento (isolating) from the same pictures. De Chirico remained com-
mitted to neither, yet undeniably productive of each. Later avant-gardes
such as CoBrA and the situationsts would rail against the “right angles” and
“cadaverous rigidity” of Le Corbusier’s rationalism, claiming that this archi-
tecture had sacrificed the “only truly human part of life . . . poetry and
dream.””? With Metaphysical painting, however, one could have right angles
and poetry, a classical rigidity and a nonsensical dreamscape in which to
project oneself. Indeed, in offering a radical reformation of modernism’s
oppressive approach to space, more than one situationist author (including
Guy Debord) described de Chirico’s images as “blueprints” for a different
urban future.”® Even when its politicians wear the frock coats of de Chirico’s
statues, the “bad dream of modernism” did not always look entirely like a
nightmare.

Modernism at a Standstill

It will be perceived at some future date, that from 1914 on, all artistic activity
falls into two living collective trends, Dadaism and Purism. These two
movements, though apparently in opposition to each other, were equally
sickened by the glib and stale productions of art, and sought to restore it to
health: the former by ridiculing time-worn formulas, the latter by empha-
sizing the need for discipline.

—Amedée Ozenfant™
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The appearance of the Porte Saint-Denis in Breton’s 1928 experimental
novel Nadja leaves little doubt as to the target of the author’s disdain. The
same structure had appeared just a few years earlier as a paragon of order
in Le Corbusier’s Vers une architecture (1923). Cleansed of officious “regu-
lating lines,” the arch stands in Breton’s book as a triumph not of geometric
propriety but of a different (if no less peremptory) project. A wry caption
declares the structure beautiful solely in its “useless[ness].” René Magritte
seconded this defiant gesture in one of surrealism’s most famous images
from the same year—an image that might be seen as an oblique send-up of
Le Corbusier’s briar pipe, also famously reproduced in Vers une architec-
ture and L’art décoratif d’aujourd’hui (1925) and a staple of Purist painting.
For Corbusier, the pipe stood as a paragon of simple functionalism, an ana-
logue of the architectural revolution that he hoped would obviate social
insurgency. In Magritte’s Treachery of Images (1928—1929) the object no
longer serves as a votive of fidelity and simplicity. Even in its silent propriety,
Magritte’s pipe falls victim to the mutiny of language from the straightjacket
of sense. The revolution that Le Corbusier had hoped to quell with this
humble architectonics of the everyday erupted—quite in spite of himself—
precisely in and among ordinary objects during the 1920s.

The linguistic treason that Magritte’s painting spells out occurs more
tacitly—if no less forcefully—in de Chirico’s paintings. Just as the hard sur-
faces of de Chirico’s fagades belie their emptiness as vessels of actual use or
sure meaning, the decorum of Metaphysical objects masks their semiotic
promiscuity. The reception of one particular painting strikingly illustrates
these paradoxes and the wide-ranging resonances of de Chirico’s work
between the wars. The Evil Genius of a King (1914), which he painted in
Paris on the eve of World War One, reveals a constellation of unrecogniz-
able objects pinned to a vertiginously tipped plane, in a shallow space.
Alluding to navigational tools and to the practices of ancient haruspices—
and thus to both mathematical logic and oracular divination—the image
invokes the viewer simultaneously as a scrupulous engineer, a patron before
a modern shop window, and an augur in front of an ancient altar.”® Perhaps
not surprisingly, the painting underwent strikingly different appropriations
in the larger field of modernism. In the second issue of Dada (December
1917), Tristan Tzara placed The Evil Genius of a King alongside his own
“Poemes negres.” As the only figurative image reproduced in the journal, de
Chirico’s canvas appears in ostensible sympathy with dadaist nonsense. A
few years later, the same painting came to inform a series of still lifes by
Patrick Henry Bruce—an American artist in Paris who contributed to the
early development of Purist painting but then betrayed its patent influence
during the early 1920s. Several of Bruce’s paintings of 1923-1924 adapt The



Evil Genius’s pitched plank and compressed space but depict their objects
as unadorned solids, an assembly of abstracted geometric types stripped of
any individual quiddity.”® More than a decade later, Man Ray borrowed The
Evil Genius’s gravity-defying incline for his painting, La fortune (1938),
which teases out from the original painting a similar mixture of play and
menace, this time on the eve of a different world war.

These paradoxes are not aberrant but typical of the period.”” The third
original editor of L’esprit nouveau, Paul Dermée, was a committed dadaist
who would eventually leave the journal to pursue his own interests. The
“classiclal] age” that Dermée called for after World War One was not, as
evidenced by his own proclivities, inimical to avant-garde experimenta-
tion.”® Even the terms esprit nouveau and surrealism shared a common ori-
gin in the parlance of Guillaume Apollinaire.”® As Luigi Baldacci writes,
Apollinaire had already “justified the marriage between avant-garde and
classicism” in the eyes of numerous “repentant” artists following World
War One.?° Like Apollinaire’s legacy after his death in 1918, de Chirico’s
oeuvre allowed for different, even antagonistic, projections onto the same
surfaces. The occasional overlap between them was not a haphazard fluke.
During the 1920s de Chirico and the Purists shared the same dealer, Léonce
Rosenberg and his Galerie de I’Effort Moderne. Many writers, from J.-E.
Blanche to Waldemar George, wrote sympathetically about both Corbusier
and de Chirico. While George exalted the populist resonances of Le Corbusier’s
architecture, in defiance of a “reactionary” and “rich” clientele, he simul-
taneously eulogized the aristocratic and “divine” exclusivity of de Chirico’s
Metaphysical painting.8* Though this reflects George’s own mercenary (and
increasingly fascist) sympathies, it also suggests how the respective oeuvres
of both de Chirico and Le Corbusier appealed to sensibilities that inter-
sected as much as they diverged. These circumstances reached an ironic
apogee in January 1920. At the first soirée for the protosurrealist journal
Littérature, organized by Breton, de Chirico’s paintings were exhibited
alongside works by Gris, Fernand Léger, and Jacques Lipschitz—the only
three artists whose works (aside from his own and Ozenfant’s) Le Corbusier
saw fit to grace his landmark 1925 Pavillon de I’Esprit Nouveau.®??

Van Doesburg, the De Stijl pioneer and a fellow traveler of both Valori
plastici and L’esprit nouveau, seized upon these paradoxes early on, com-
paring de Chirico’s canvases to Gerrit Rietveld’s tricolor chair in a poem
from 1920.8% If de Chirico’s geometries are more fraught than pure, less
useful than lyrical, his paintings nevertheless set these valences into an
unprecedented propinquity. The appropriately mixed reception of his work
between the world wars might help us to take Ozenfant at his word when
he writes—in Foundations of Modern Art (1928), published precisely at the
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height of the period—that “all artistic activity falls into two living collective
trends, Dadaism and Purism.” Metaphysical painting and its afterlives defy
the notion of dada and surrealism as the absolute foils to Purism. How else
may we explain Dali’s Purist still lifes from the early 1920s or Serge
Charchoune’s oscillations among cubism, Purism, and dada during the
same years? Conversely, how do we square (so to speak) what is surreal
about Purist painting, despite itself? How do we reckon the proximity
between Léger’s earnest, tumescent mechanisms from the late 1910s and
Picabia’s mordant versions of the same contraptions? What of the fact that
the trope of the “glass house” served the fascist imaginary (in Giuseppe
Terragni’s Casa del Fascio, as much as in Mussolini’s famous analogy) at the
same time that Breton claimed it as a metaphor for surrealism? Finally, what
do we make of the simple irony that Loos designed Tzara’s residence in
Montmartre in 19267 Even in their rarefied airlessness, de Chirico’s
images—and the void at their ideological core—give some breathing room
to these convergences.

With his tongue firmly in cheek in 1930, the painter Christopher Wood gives
them some room as well, staging—in his painting Zebra and Parachute—
the oppositions that were rending French cultural politics at the time. A
diminutive parachutist and a lone zebra puncture the taut sobriety of Le
Corbusier’s Villa Savoie. In its own invocation of Le Corbusier, Ted Benoit’s
1983 postmodern parody appears as much in the vein of Wood’s imagery as
of de Chirico’s. Benoit’s cartoon—and the Metaphysical painting from
which it derives—tenders a fabled truce between these same oppositions, a
truce at once retrospective and prospective. The “two living collective
trends” that Ozenfant identified as twin sides of the same coin of postwar
Paris occupy the same space here. Like an arc pulled back on itself, the
scene reconciles the extremes of reason and dream. Contemporary France
is drawn like a bow; its antagonisms appear lulled into an eerie calm.
Benjamin’s dialectics have reached a standstill.

Just weeks before the essay by “Giovanni Loreto” arrived at the offices of
L’esprit nouveau, de Chirico penned a letter to another Parisian address.
Following up on a request for the completion of some paintings, he responded
with obsequious zeal to his newly professed admirer, Breton.

Thank you for your encouraging letter. Now, I count only on you. . ..
I am reading your book and your texts in Littérature, and I hold you in
high regard and feel great love for you; I expect great things from you
for art and for this renaissance (I must use this word) which we are
working toward and for which we sacrifice ourselves.?

Thus commenced quite a different courtship. Breton and his cohorts oblig-
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ingly championed the very master they would, just years later, come to
scorn (when they issued a damnatio memoriae against de Chirico’s wretched
“renaissance” in 1926). The Purists, by contrast, seemed to have passed
over the solicitations of “Loreto” from the start. His text, in any case, lan-
guished at the bottom of Corbu’s desk. For a while, though, de Chirico
seemed to have it both ways: as Giovanni and Giorgio, reactionary and
radical, a purveyor of blueprints and of ruins. His Metaphysical cities could
stand, like the space framed in Benoit’s caricature, as sites as much of
discipline as of ridicule.
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An earlier and shorter version of this paper was given in the form of an invited lecture at the
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criticisms, and encouragement, I thank Rodolphe El Khoury, Lisa Florman, Jennifer Marshall,
and Alexander Nagel. My work on de Chirico, as well as my approach to this period in
French modernism, remains deeply indebted to T.J. Clark’s teaching and advising. Unless
otherwise noted, all translations—and any errors that remain—are mine. I am grateful to
dear friends Massimo Giannetta and Benoit-Philippe Duval for their photographic assistance
and their company in looking at Libera and Corbu buildings. Finally, thanks to Nicola
Lucchi and Valerie McGuire for their invaluable assistance with images.
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