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Of all the primary sources related to Pablo Picas-

so’s monument for the poet Guillaume Apol-

linaire, one of the more curious is “Picasso sculpteur 

et les cathedrales” (Picasso sculptor and the cathe-

drals) by Julio González, a fellow artist working in 

Paris and a close collaborator of Picasso’s from the 

late 1920s onwards. In this unpublished manuscript 

written in 1931, González attempts to draw broad 

comparisons between Picasso’s sculpture and the 

architecture of ancient and medieval Europe. Overall, 

three paragraphs are dedicated to a project conferred 

on Picasso  :the artist had been tasked with erecting 

a suitably honorific sculpture to Apollinaire at Paris’s 

famous Père Lachaise cemetery following the poet’s 

death from influenza in November 1918.2

González describes one sculpture originally intended 

to serve as the monument :

“This original work is a purely sculptural interpretation 

to its maximum of expression of a spiritual vision of 

nature, combining organic forms—primordial charac-

teristic of life. So full of fantasy and of grace, so well-bal-

anced, so human, so personal, this work is made with 

so much love and tenderness in the memory of his dear 

friend, at the moment he doesn’t want to be separated 

from it, or to think of its being at Père Lachaise in that 

collection of monuments where people seldom go. He 

wished that this monument become the reliquary which 

would keep the ashes of the lamented poet.”3   

Critical consensus has assigned this comment to 

Picasso’s Woman in a Garden from 1929–30, although 

other accounts have understood it in relation to one 

or all to a series of maquettes from the fall of 1928.4 

It seems difficult to understand either of these cases 

as “so human and so personal,” as González describes 

the monument design. The deconstructed anatomy 

and avian grimace of Woman in a Garden exhibit a 

minimal degree or intimacy or “tenderness.” The 

forceful flip of the hair, the strong diagonals of the 

vegetation, and the collapsed core of the figure’s 

body instead convey a sort of anxious dynamism and 

irrepressible internal velocity. The 1928 maquettes, 

with their dizzying matrices of intersecting lines and 

almost dainty figuration seem at pains to demonstrate 

the ample “love” that Picasso putatively invested in 

their joint manufacture. The viewer’s eye constantly 

follows the sloping diagonals from one side of the 

sculpture to the other, never settling on a sense of per-

ceptual touch that could warrant the sentimentality 

evoked in González’s account. 

Yet, in the face of close visual analysis, what if we 

were to take González at his word? What if we 

were to consider these works, particularly the 1928 

maquettes, as emotional objects of devotion, even 

“reliquaries”? What if we considered the maquettes 

exactly as designs for a monument to commemorate 

and memorialize the “lamented poet” Apollinaire, the 

“dear friend” of the Parisian avant-garde? What if the 

Apollinaire monument diagrammed, in the words of 

Sigmund Freud, the “economics of pain” operative 

in mourning and melancholia?5 In posing these per-

haps emotionalist questions, I am not after the pre-

cise nature of Picasso’s relationship with Apollinaire, 

pre- or postmortem. Rather, I want to consider the 

Apollinaire monument, specifically as it manifests in 
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the series of works Werner Spies and Christine Piot 

label “SP 68” in their catalogue raisonné, as a field 

of operations that performs the process of loss itself.6 

In seeking a formal rather than biographical grasp of 

the Apollinaire monument, I do not mean to ignore 

the anecdotal evidence for Picasso’s strong friendship 

with the poet. In particular, I want to stress Picasso’s 

repeated efforts to actualize the monument in his life-

time. For all the mercurial qualities of Picasso’s career 

in sculpture, the monument serves as a site of invet-

erate return, much like Apollinaire’s actual grave in 

Père Lachaise, which Picasso and his cohort visited 

annually. I can only sketch an abbreviated chronology 

of the monument’s long-term development, a chro-

nology elucidated in the pioneering research on the 

Apollinaire by scholars such as Michael FitzGerald, 

Christa Lichtenstern, and Peter Read.7

Picasso first elaborated designs for the project in 

notebooks of the mid-1920s, before welding the four 

maquettes with González in iron wire in October 

1928, almost a full ten years after Apollinaire’s death.8 

Picasso would return, as Read argues, to the morphol-

ogy of these sculptures after World War II in a large-

scale canvas from 1948 titled The Kitchen and a series 

of drawings from November 1955, the same month an 

actual Apollinaire monument, represented by Picasso’s 

Head of Dora Maar, was installed in Paris’s Square Lau-

rent Prache.9 Later in his studio in Vallauris, Picasso 

expanded two of the maquettes  : SP 68 in particular was 

enlarged twice, probably in the early 1950s and then 

again most likely in 1962. In the latter enlargement, 

the work fabricated in steel tubing with the assistance 

of local craftsman Joseph-Marius Tiola and painted in 

light red minium.10 The larger of the two expansions, 

SP 68B, was donated to the Museum of Modern Art 

in New York in 1972  :that same year, MoMA curator 

William Rubin commissioned a full-sized version of 

the Apollinaire monument in Corten steel at around 

13-feet tall to be installed in the museum’s sculpture 

garden.11 Picasso’s consistent efforts toward producing 

the monument can be viewed alongside the project’s 

two official rejections  :one in 1927 on the grounds of 

aesthetic disagreement by the committee responsible 

for erecting the monument and the other in 1963, 

when a Chicago architecture firm elected to commis-

sion a new work from Picasso for a civic monument, 

rather than work from a 1928 maquette.12 

In sum, the Apollinaire monument represents the art-

ist’s repeated investment in one project, a professional 

consistency rarely seen in Picasso’s oeuvre. As Freud 

would write in his 1917 essay “Mourning and Mel-

ancholia” with regard to the act of mourning, “it is a 

matter of general observation that people never will-

ingly abandon a libidinal position, not even, indeed, 

when a substitute is already beckoning to them.”13 If 

we can understand Picasso’s interest in revisiting the 

Apollinaire work as libidinal to some degree, can we 

then detect a commitment by the artist to actualize 

the monument’s purpose?

Moreover, there is arguably already an internal logic 

of encounter and return built into the monument, 

specifically in the form of SP 68. The sculpture itself 

occasions the performance and re-performance of the 

dynamics of loss. In what follows, I will consider the 

sculpture through three formal strategies  :figurative 
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illegibility, the productive application of negative 

space, and the transitivity between different media, 

to borrow a term from Hal Foster’s recent review of 

the 2015–16 Picasso Sculpture exhibition.14 

Upon first glance of SP 68, the viewer’s eye processes 

the initial rhythm and force of the sculpture. It then 

considers its content. It pauses at what may be the 

two puncta of the image, so to speak. At the object’s 

summit stands a head, complete with the affectively 

opaque signifier of a schematized face consisting 

of three dots in an inverted triangle. At the object’s 

flanks hang two abstracted arms bent in concavity; 

doll-like fingers extend in slightly articulated scallop-

ing. Viewed together as framing devices, the head and 

arms catalyze a series of metaphoric investigations as 

the viewer constructs a possible body in the sculp-

ture’s center. Does the oblique circle in the middle 

of the work indicate an anatomical core or torso? Do 

feet reside at the points where the stabilizing trian-

gles meet the base? Or perhaps by rudely notating the 

fingers, Picasso allows for a displacement of the arms 

onto the diverging center diagonals the concavity of 

the presupposed arms becomes a gesticulation of the 

wrist along with newly diminutive phalanges.

The monument, I would propose, resists stable iden-

tification. And in their disparate efforts at proposing 

its subject matter, art historians have only proved 

this point. Possible interpretations have ranged from 

a parodic take on the fifth-century BCE bronze The 

Charioteer of Delphi to a ship replete with rigging to 

the simple image of a woman pushing a swing.15

 By merely prompting a human form with the face and 

arms, Picasso solicits identification while ultimately 

refusing that identification’s objective. Some thing 

seems to appear before us. Some thing seems to stabi-

lize in consciousness before it dissipates into its con-

stituent forces and parts. If the sculpture is indeed a 

monument to a dear friend, that friend only emerges 

through suggestion, never to fully cohere. The statue 

disturbs the very operation of mimesis.  

Yet what we can call the pathos of abstraction, the dis-

closure and then withdrawal of the object, is certainly 

not unique to the Apollinaire monument within Picas-

so’s oeuvre writ large. We need only think of Rosalind 

Krauss’s famous discussion of the 1910 Girl with a 

Mandolin (Fanny Tellier) in her essay “The Motivation 

of the Sign” or the structuring poetics of T. J. Clark’s 

recent Picasso and Truth.16 But those discussions center 

on painting as the vehicle behind loss and asymptotic 

separation. So what is it about the monument’s status 

as sculpture that assists its commemorative function?

The answer to this question seems to reside in the 

oft-quoted citation from Apollinaire’s own prose text 

and inspiration for the monument, his The Poet Assas-

sinated (“Le Poète assassiné”), first published in 1916. 

There, Apollinaire describes the murder of his alter-

ego Croniamantal, and that character’s subsequent 

memorialization by Picasso’s alias, a painter titled 

the Bird of Benin. Toward the text’s finale, the Bird of 

Benin discloses that he fact also works as a sculptor 

and proposes to construct “a statue out of nothing.”17 

The cenopath’s end result, according to the narrator, 

is a walled-in trench, “so that the empty space had 
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the form of Croniamantal, and the hole was full of 

specter.”18 Or, in the original, “le vide avait la forme 

de Croniamantal.”19

Viewed in light of Apollinaire’s description, Picasso’s 

sculpture can be seen as an entity that renders the 

negative space of implied volume precisely as a posi-

tive term. A sense of structural composition emerges 

when the stabilizing forms of SP 68 are granted vir-

tual solidity  :the large rectangle and circles operate 

in tandem with the implied triangular prisms to form 

their own sense of planarity and mass. Christian Zer-

vos argued as much in an article for Cahiers d’art titled 

“Projets de Picasso pour un monument,” published in 

the fall of 1929. He writes :

“Picasso, who had always had the shar-
pest sense of architecture, knew that 
the essential truth of a monument is 
its mass, erected in space like a pyra-
mid. He rightly preferred to press his 
monument onto space and at the same 
to penetrate it with space itself. So that 
instead of entering into an antagonism 
with space, the monument could live in 
it.”20 

If we once again return to the monument’s com-

memorative function, we can then see how nega-

tivity, absence, and perhaps lack can be inverted to 

stand as sources of meaning. Loss does not necessar-

ily mean the non-existence of the object. 

Yet what could Zervos have identified as the architec-

tural aspects of the monument designs when his avail-

able sources were Picasso’s notebook sketches and the 

1928 maquettes? If we are to seek out the meaningful 

play with space Zervos articulates, then it behooves 

us to push our understanding of SP 68 to include its 

postwar iterations, particularly the large-scale MoMA 

work made in 1972—a year before Picasso’s death. In 

relegating our focus to the maquettes and sketches, 

as most scholarship on the monument has done, we 

may be ignoring crucial changes to the work wrought 

through modifications in scale. Depictions such as 

those by Brassaï in André Breton’s 1933 feature on 

Picasso in the journal Minotaure in fact seem to spa-

tially decontextualize the monument. This visual 

estrangement is especially evident when contrasted 

with the photographer’s image of all four maquettes 

on a shelf in Picasso’s studio on rue La Boétie.21

I want to then stress that is only from the Vallauris 

expansion of SP 68 onward that the full-stakes of 

the monument actualize. Instead of being imma-

nently graspable, both haptically and optically, at 

the small scale of the maquettes, the larger itera-

tions of the monument at times suggest the very 

dissolution of mass. Within any gaze at the mon-

ument from the angle of the base’s shorter sides, 

the sculpture’s depth collapses and the intersecting 

vectors and angles undergo a flattening schematiza-

tion. The center circle assumes a dominant position, 

neatly framing the dynamic diagonals therein. The 

receding rectangle and thin arms fold in to ironi-

cally present the monument’s abstracted human 

body as its most coherent and at its most pictorial. 
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If the very composition of SP 68 obscures the object 

by virtue of its abstracted figuration, that obfusca-

tion now occurs through ambulation around the 

freestanding sculpture. As the viewer moves, the 

form loses fixity at a phenomenological level. In the 

expansion of the early 1960s, the monument prior-

itizes somatic solicitation over implied volume. 

But the development from internal form to phe-

nomenological relation intensifies as the monument 

increases in scale in the 1972 MoMA work. In some 

sense, as the last version of the monument made 

expressly with Picasso’s permission, this work may 

represent the telos of the Apollinaire project. The 

basic 1928 design of SP 68 pictorially performs the 

formalism of loss by indicating an anthropomorphic 

form that is ultimately unidentifiable. The circa 1962 

expansion, at roughly human size, plays with a waver-

ing sense of depth to further obstruct access to any 

stable quantum of content. In the 1972 incarnation, 

the viewer’s sensorial intake threatens to become all 

frame, all contour, and all architecture. The work’s 

matrix of lines no longer articulates its own autono-

mous degree of mass, but is instead made susceptible 

to the eye’s penetration to the world beyond. Instead 

of creating internal solidity in space, the sculpture 

pictorializes the world around it. In any image of the 

monument in the MoMA sculpture garden, the muse-

um’s high-rise neighbors exist as framed images. It is 

almost as if when the Apollinaire sculpture is mon-

umentalized to the highest degree that its cohesion 

begins to most break down.

What then, to return to our main points, does the 

1972 iteration tell us about the dynamics of loss? If in 

earlier treatments the monument presented us with 

the present absence of the lost object, something more 

holistic has occurred by the sculpture’s last stage. It is 

not that we must probe for the object in the face of its 

having-gone, but rather that our very understanding 

of the world around us must undergo revision. The 

void becomes less a metaphysical object than a state 

of subjectivity itself. 

My concluding thoughts must query if it is Picasso’s 

sculpture that can optimally work through the tran-

sition from object to environment, thing to relation. 

Is it sculpture as a medium, with its use of real space 

and responsiveness to scale, that most aptly conveys 

the dialectics not only of mourning and memory, but 

of object relations writ large? Is it Picasso’s sculpture 

that questions our very understanding of the objects 

around us and the structures that hold them in place? 

Do we now, in fact, need a category of Picasso’s archi-

tecture?
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