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In Cubist Composition María Blanchard reduces the still life - traditionally the 
privileged arena for demonstrations of painterly skill - to a construction of interlocking 
planes, blocks of colour and fractured contours. The pictorial space is organised 
without recourse to a single vanishing point: objects are conceived from shifting 
viewpoints and translated into a syntax of flat, planar surfaces whose overlaps and 
interruptions privilege structure over optical description. The result is a deliberately 
destabilised image where volume is signalled through abrupt tonal juxtapositions and 
angled passages rather than through modelling, and in which the legibility of the motif 
is held in tension with the painting’s insistence on the canvas as a fundamentally two-
dimensional support. 
 
By 1915, shortly after her move from Madrid to Paris, Blanchard had been introduced 
to Juan Gris through Jacques Lipchitz. Gris, at that moment, was sharing a studio 
space Pablo Picasso at the Bateau-Lavoir, as the language of Cubism continued to 
be tested and refined. Blanchard’s rapid assimilation of this radical aesthetic is 
evident here. Yet the present painting also belongs to a notably restricted phase 
within her career. Only a small number of works can be assigned to her Cubist 
production: her characteristically slow working method, together with her turn back 
towards a figurative idiom around 1920, renders such paintings uncommon within her 
oeuvre (see for example her c. 1919 Saxophonist, recently acquired by the Detroit 
Institute of Arts, fig. 1). 
 
The conditions of Blanchard’s professional life in these years were shaped in no small 
part by the dealer Léonce Rosenberg, who acquired almost the entirety of her 
production. Blanchard herself recalled the arrangement with characteristic frankness: 

 
“He either gave me monthly arrears or bought my paintings in advance, i.e. 
virtually the totality of my production. Don’t forget that I worked slowly. The 
American buyers, such as Gertrude Stein and her brother, or Germans like 
Wilhelm Uhde, Russians with Tchoukine, and the often-omitted Zborowski, 
Modigliani and Soutine’s dealer, or again the Swiss Herman Ruff, did not visit 
my studio, which my painter friends were cautious not to tell him [Rosenburg], 
i.e. Gris, Rivera, Picasso and even Lhote”.1 

 
The present work is one of two variants of this composition, a practice Blanchard 
adopted on several occasions. Of the seventy-five Cubist works recorded in the 
catalogue raisonné, there are six instances in which she produced two versions of a 
composition and one instance of three. The alternate variant of the present painting 
is published as no. 48 (pp. 130–131) in Salazar’ 2004 catalogue raisonné. 

 
1 M. Blanchard quoted in L. Caffin Madaule, Catalogue raisonné des oeuvres de María Blanchard, 
London 1992, p. 49. 
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Blanchard’s kyphoscoliosis, which left her with an abnormally curved spine, has often 
been cited as a formative element of her personality, perhaps contributing to her more 
limited social presence within the Parisian avant-garde. The present painting 
nevertheless confirms the distinctiveness of her contribution to Cubism. In particular, 
the interplay between earthy tonalities and sharper, more abrupt chromatic accents 
asserts a highly individual inflection of Cubist theory, grounded in a rigorous painterly 
intelligence. 
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Fig. 1. María Blanchard, The Saxophonist, c. 1919, oil on canvas.  
Detroit Institute of Arts. 
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