Art in the “Modern” Idea

Modernism and Its Origins in the 19th Century

Realism

Realism emerged in the mid-nineteenth century, in part as a reaction to Romanticism’s flights of fancy.  Equally important in its formation were the multiple aspects of modern life, which Romanticism did not address.

A new world of visual experience waited to be discovered in the pulse of urban life, in the machines that revolutionized manufacturing, in the growth of industry, and in the facility of railway transportation.  

The growth of factories and the new machine-driven methods of production instigated a profound social shift from farming to an industrial economy, which was accompanied by the migration of large numbers of people from the country to the cities.

Rapid changes were also taking place in the minds of people whose lives now moved at a faster pace, prompting new social attitudes and insights as well as many problems of adjustment.  Fresh philosophical concepts addressing the flow of time and the expansion and contraction of space infiltrated literature and music as well as architectural and pictorial space.  In addition, art deepened its partnership with the new scientific ideas and technologies.

Writers reveled in the rapidity of the printing presses, musicians marveled at the mechanical and acoustical improvements of their instruments, and painters delighted in the brilliant coloristic possibilities of synthetic chemical pigments.  Low-cost reproductions such as lithographs and other print techniques, and especially photography, made possible the wide distribution of pictures to a growing public.  For the architects, new materials such as cast iron aided in the rapid construction of buildings.  New manufacturing methods made quick and cheap mass production of complicated decorative objects possible.

The application of scientific knowledge to industrial progress opened up many new possibilities, but it also raised many questions.  Governments sought constitutional formulas that would strike a just balance between social rights and material progress.  Religious denominations tried to reconcile time-honored scriptural truths with the new scientific knowledge.  Social theories explored the ways in which political liberalism could evolve side by side with traditional religious views.  Philosophers attempted a new resolution between the fixed absolutes of idealism and the dynamic thought underlying the theory of evolution.

Architects wondered how their work could still remain in the realm of the fine arts and yet make use of the new materials and technological methods now available.  Sculptors such as Rodin asked whether traditional mythological and historical themes could be replaced by more contemporary subjects.  The Realist and the Impressionist painters sought a way to incorporate into art the new physical discoveries concerning the nature of light and its perception by the human eye.

Likewise, novelists such as Émile Zola tried to establish an agreement between scientific and literary methods.  Poets and playwrights such as Stéphane Mallarmé and Maurice Maeterlinck searched for a middle ground between the realities of rapid change and the traditional limitations of poetic expression.  Composers such as Claude Debussy tried to harmonize discoveries involving physics of sound with accepted concepts of tonality and musical form.

The attention of artists was diverted from historical and exotic subjects to everyday life and seemingly trivial occurrences.  The novels of Honoré Balzac and Charles Dickens focused on social conditions, as did some of the most talked about imagery created by Honoré Daumier.  The ordinary people of Paris live on in works like Third-Class Carriage, in which Daumier’s observations mix with social criticism.  Three generations of poor patrons occupy the cheap mode of transportation, along with the viewer, who implicitly sits across from them.  In art, ugliness, violence and shock techniques began to be reoriented away from Strum und Drang terror toward arousing concern for the underclass.

Collectively, social and aesthetic developments oriented artists toward the new world of the city.  Built environments replaced natural ones, and urban entertainments rivaled the delights of nature.  The ordinary dominated the unusual; the here and now deflated the Romantic there and then.  In the accelerated pace of modern life, styles were exhausted more quickly than in the past.  Realism found a rival in Impressionism, and Symbolism challenged them both.  As happened with Neoclassicism, a style’s peak of popularity was not followed by its disappearance.  Since the 18th century, styles had tended to overlap, and even when their initial rush was played out, they remained available for later artists to explore and mine.   

Painterly Realism

Around the middle of the 19th century, some young painters rejected Romantic flights of the imagination as well as academic glorification of the heroic past.  They began to redefine painting as a language with which to capture the physical world, and thus they ruled out pursuing the metaphysical and invisible.

The French artist Gustave Courbet was in the vanguard of the realist painters.  With a keen eye and a desire to record accurately what he saw about him, Courbet consciously set out to build his art on commonplace scenes.  His painting was concerned with the present, not the past; with bodies, not souls; with the material, not the spiritual.  His nudes were not nymphs or goddesses, but models who posed in his studio.  When asked why he never painted angels, he replied, “Show me an angel and I’ll paint one.”

Consequently, Courbet did not idealize

Gustave Courbet

The Stonebreakers

1849

Salon of 1850

Oil on canvas

5' 3" x 8' 6"

(Had been in Dresden, Germany since 1904—believed to have been destroyed in WWII.)

Stonebreakers became the kind of manifesto painting which, like the Oath of the Horatii at the 1785 Salon announced a new world.

It became the very center stage of the proletariat invading the center stage of high art.

The ideal visual parallel to the Revolution of 1848 and the Communist Maniefesto.

This painting from the 1850s to this day, triggers off theoretical writings by Marxist critics.

Courbet seems coolly matter-of-fact, recording directly what he described as an encounter on the road to Maiziéres.

Courbet wrote:  “… I stopped to consider two men breaking stones on the highway.  It’s rare to meet the most complete expression of poverty, so an idea for a picture came to me on the spot….On the one side is an old man, seventy….On the other is a young fellow…in his filthy tattered shirt….Alas, in labor such as this, one’s life begins that way, and it ends the same way.”

He later had these stonebreakers pose for him in his studio in Ornans.

You don't see monumental gloom

You don't see Michelangelesque figures energy

That would ennoble or dramatize their labor.

We can't even see their faces.

By hiding the faces of his two protagonists, Courbet makes it difficult for the viewer to identify with them and their plight.  We lack emotionally charged evidence of marks of physical stress or of the blunting of intellect through countless man-hours of sweat and toil.

But Courbet gives us clues--to lives lost as human beasts of burden.

Two haggard men laboring to produce gravel used for roadbeds.

The pairing of the young and old---suggests a long, imprisoning cycle of a worker's existence.

The upward strain of raising the basket of stones--versus the downward exertion of hammering the rocks to pieces.

Look at the marks of poverty in the clothing--sagging trousers, torn stocking heel to the grindingly worn shoes.

But Courbet puts this down as sheer, unbiased fact.

We view it in a clear flat light that permits only the shortest shadows to be cast.

That way every detail is evenly defined--from the disarray of crushed stone in front to the working-class still life of bread, spoon, and metal soup pot.

There was no veil of sentimentality here--only the inclusion of plain facts were alarming to the Paris audience.

Also the size of the piece was alarming--this lowly scene of anonymous, unskilled workers paving the new roads of provincial France.

It outsized countless noble subjects on the same Salon walls.

It was hard to get away from the sheer size of the workers.

The size testified in a provocative way to the painter’s respect for ordinary people.

In French art before 1848, such people usually had been shown only in modestly scaled paintings, while monumental canvases had been reserved for heroic subjects and pictures of the powerful.

They were not seen against a hazy background which would have made them less threatening near.

Courbet pushes them close to us against a steeply rising hill, a parched gritty terrain that is abruptly cropped at the upper right.

The composition was abrasive--the movements clumsy.

Can't see the paint surface --but it is thick—troweled masonry.

Conveys the rugged materiality of the world.

For Courbet's friend, Proudhon--The Stonebreakers was heartbreaking indictment of capitalism.  Which he described with highly charged language  in his treatise--On the Principles of Art and Its Social Progress.

In 1865 Proudhon called the painting the first socialist picture ever painted, a satire on our industrial civilization, which continually invents wonder machines to perform all kinds of labor...yet is unable to liberate man from the most backbreaking toil.”

And Courbet himself, in a letter the following year, referred to the painting as a depiction of “injustice.”

Compare Courbet to traditional and academic painters Pils and Tassaert.

Isidore Pils

The Death of a Sister of Charity

1850

oil on canvas, 241 cm x 305 cm

Musée  d’Orsay 

Sentimentality unlike Courbet

In treating a contemporary subject in large format, Pils raises the genre scene to the level of historical painting.  Admittedly, the subject acts as a pretext for evoking poverty, but nonetheless it has religious intentions.  The richly-colored group on the right, gathered in front of the dead woman’s body, conveys a sense of social realism inherited from the painter Gustave Courbet where emotional analysis reached a high degree of expression.  However, the austerity of the left-hand side of the painting, a dialogue between pure line and gray tonal range harks back to the work of the 17th century.

Octave Tassaert

An Unhappy Family(Suicide)

1849

oil on canvas, 115 x 76 cm

Musée  d’Orsay

Exhibited in 1850 Salon.

These subjects, too were drawn from actual life, but they were too indebted to the model of moralizing and sentimental 18th-century genre painting.

So they escaped disapproval of critics.

Although Tassaert empathized with modern problems, he created traditional works: social melodrama and theatrical gestures

In Russia, too, realism developed in relation to a new concern for the peasantry.

Ilya Repin

Bargehaulers on the Volga

1870-1873

oil on canvas

4’ 3 ¾” x 9’ 3”

St. Petersburg

Repin depicts interest in peasants.

In 1861, czar abolished serfdom—that is peasants were no longer slaves on the aristocrats’ estates

Artists supported the cause and also wanted freedom from the St. Petersburg Academy of Art.  Rejected what they considered escapist aesthetics of the academy

Wanted to depict socially useful realism

Look for true/authentic Russian culture in the peasantry

React against western culture/customs of the aristocracy

Speak French at court

Repin painted a series of social injustices prevalent in his homeland

This was most famous

Dreadfully poor peasants, wretchedly dressed condemned to the brutal labor of pulling ships up the Volga River

In the center is a young man—will soon become old and weary as his companions.

He needs someone-social action to liberate him.

In this way, the painting is a cry for action.

France-Urban Working Class

A person could be jailed for too bold a statement in the press, in literature, in art, in music and in drama.

Realist artist Honoré Daumier (1808-1879) boldly confronted authority with social criticism and political protest.

In response, the authorities imprisoned Daumier.

After his release, he refused to be censored.

Daumier was a painter, sculptor and like Goya, one of the world's great masters of the graphic (print) medium.  Can compare Goya’s prints and especially the painting The Third of May,1808 with Daumier’s work.

Daumier was a defender of the urban working classes.

Daumier contributed satirical lithographs to the liberal French Republican journal Caricature.  Politically oriented periodical.

Chronicled the repressive government of Louis-Phillipe

There was a wide audience for his lithographs.  

Daumier was merciless.  He lampooned  the faults and misbehavior of politicians, lawyers, doctors, and the rich bourgeoisie.

His in-depth knowledge of the acute political and social unrest in Paris during the revolutions of 1830 and 1848 gave his work a truthfulness--and therefore, an impact.

Honoré Daumier

Rue Transnonain, April 15, 1834

1834

Lithograph

Approx. 1' x 1' 5 1/2"

Philadelphia Museum of Art

Lithograph depicts an atrocity with the same shocking impact as Goya's The Third of May, 1808.

Workers in Paris rose in anger at the closure of a radical newspaper and the arrest of the leaders of the proletarian Society of the Rights of Man.

On April 14, barricades were erected by workers to block the passage of troops through the proletarian faubourgs of Paris.

The tactic was unsuccessful.

Within a short time, the uprising was defeated and dozens of workers were dead on the streets or in their homes.

The title Rue Transnonain refers to a street in Paris.

On this street an unknown sniper killed a civil guard.  Some say he was Lebrun.

The civil guard was part of a government force trying to repress a worker demonstration.

The fatal shot had come from a workers' housing block.

The result:  The remaining guards immediately stormed the building and massacred all of its inhabitants.

Used sabers and bayonets--murdered 8 men, a woman and a child.

How has the young caricaturist Daumier depicted this violence?

Created a view of this atrocity from a sharp, realistic angle of vision.

He didn't depict the dramatic moment of the execution.

But the terrible, quiet aftermath.

Broken scattered forms lie amid violent disorder, as if newly found.

Chaotic data of an overturned chair, of a mattress, a pillow that might momentarily fall to the floor.

The indignities of a corpse whose nightshirt covers a large belly, but exposes the legs.

Significance of this print lies in its factualness.

It is also an example of the period's increasing artistic bias toward using facts as subject--and not always illusionistically.

Daumier's pictoral manner is rough and spontaneous, forceful.

Daumier's work is true to life in content.

But his style is uniquely personal.

Flash-bulb truth.

Nonetheless, he ordered the disorder into a working-class Pieta.

Just as Jacques-Louis David ennobled the murdered Marat  (Death of Marat, 1793). 

So too, does Daumier lend an unexpected rhetoric to this heap of nameless corpses.

The father propped on sheets of a bed in a position that bitterly echoes many images of the Lamentation of Christ.

He is singled out by a strong white light.

This light also illuminates the infant whose skull is still bleeding, had been bashed in,

This gruesome family tree is subtly extended--in the shadowed and cropped figures at the left and right--a mother and a grandparent. 

So we see 3 generations have been symbolically annihilated by impersonal murderers.

The murderers are represented by their bloody footprints on the floor.

Daumier took the accidental and the particular and somehow elevates it to a statement that might immediately function as political protest for any violation of the rights of common men, women and children.

In October, Daumier exhibited this lithograph in a shop window.

A few months later, a series of strict press censorship laws were passed.

The façade of constitutionalism was dropped.

Neither history paintings like Delacroix's not even political caricatures such as Daumier's would be permitted to engage the public audience.

French painting and sculpture were severely circumscribed by the politics and preferences of the French Academy and the regime of Louis-Phillipe.

How do you define Realism in its broadest sense?

Bouguereau would have shuddered at the vulgarity of the gutter types represented here and at the Realistic honesty.

In turn, Daumier would have shuddered at the mechanically even detail of stone, drapery and flesh in Bouguereau's painting.

Which for all its high-minded structure and classical references is rendered in the most literal, quasi-photographic way.

Paradoxically, Daumier--the rapid, on-the-spot observer of modern Paris takes us further away from the material facts of perception than Bouguereau, the keeper of the academic flame.

William-Adolphe Bouguereau

Indigent Family

Salon of 1865

Oil on canvas

48 x 60"

Birmingham Museums and Art Gallery, England

Name is synonymous with the archetypal, right-wing academician.

Upheld faith in the timeless beauties of the classical tradition in the face of one youthful challenge after another.

He does consider the issues of social realism, but in a roundabout way.

Ennobles contemporary misery by association with venerable compositions of the Holy Family.

But Bouguereau  has kept these social truths beyond arm's length.

Poverty- stricken, homeless mother with her sad brood of children is not in Paris but in distant Rome.

He lived there from 1850-1854.

Immersed himself in the ideal harmonies of the High Renaissance.

This was time when his compatriots in Paris were challenging them with the real disharmonies of modern social problems.

Our family is seated on the steps of a noble classical  colonnade..

Bouguereau's Italian vagrant--with quietly upturned eyes crowning a perfect human pyramid.

She becomes a modern Madonna of Mercy--in her veins run the pure blood or paint of Raphael and Poussin.

The air is limpid.

Even the children's bare  feet  seem clean.

A fatherless, destitute family in Rome could hardly have a nobler pedigree--aspiring to a far higher lineage than the clean and pious, but still folklore peasants who populated so many Salon paintings.

 
Promiscuity in a Parisian Park?

Édourad Manet (1832-1883)

He was committed to Realist ideas like Courbet.

Instrumental in affecting the course of modernist painting.

Manet was a pivotal figure in the 19th century.

His work was critical for the articulation of Realist principles.

And his work played an important role in the development of Impressionism in the 1870s.

Manet played most completely the role of public man and artist determined to record in a seemingly detached and uninvolved way the onslaught of new urban and suburban experiences--that greeted  any Parisian who was young, alert and observant during the Second Empire.

Manet was the son of well-to-do parents in government positions.

Controversy about Manet:

--art may be interpreted as a marvelously accurate mirror of the world around him--the boulevards, the parks, the newspaper headlines, the cafes, the racetracks, the fashionable ladies and gentlemen, the well-to-do prostitutes.

For some, Manet was the purest painter who ever lived.

He was totally uninterested in his subjects except as neutral excuses for a light-dark contrast or a path of lilac or lemon-yellow.

For others, Manet constructed symbolic cryptograms.

Everything from an orchid or a crane to a captive balloon could be deciphered in a private but intelligible way.  

For some, Manet was the first genuinely modern painter who liberated art from is mimetic chores and asserted the primacy of flattened pattern and color.

For others, Manet was the a technically defective painter, incapable of compositional and spatial coherence.

For others it was exactly those "defects" that made up his intentional contribution to drastic redirections of pictorial structure.

Édourad Manet
Le Déjeuner sur l'Herbe (Luncheon on the Grass) 

Originally named Le Bain (The Bath)   

1863

oil on canvas

6' 9" x 8' 10"

Louvre

Frank declaration of modernity was deeply offensive to both the academic establishment and the average Salon-goer.  Most disturbing to contemporary viewers was the “immorality” of Manet’s theme:  a suburban picnic featuring a scantily clad bathing  woman in the background and, in the foreground, a completely naked woman, seated alongside two fully clothed , upper-class men.  Manet’s scandalized audience assumed that these women were prostitutes and that the well-dressed men were their clients.

This painting along with another had been rejected by the jury of the Salon of 1863.  The Jury had been especially restrictive that year.  It refused more than half of the 5,000 submissions.

You can imagine how discontent these 2,800 excluded artists were.

So the government and art establishment decided to appease them.

They offered an exhibition space in the Palais des Champs-Élysées where the public could examine their work.

Napoleon III himself, having seen samples of the rejects --could find little difference between them and those selected for the official Salon.

So the temporary exhibition space seemed a happy compromise.

This so-called Salon des Refusés --however took on the stature of a counter-establishment manifestation.

Artists were seen at war with authority.

And the public could go to jeer or to enlarge their ideas of what a work of art could be. 

The counter-Salon opened a week after the official one, on May 15.

Immediately it attracted hordes of Parisians.  As many as 4,000 people attended on Sunday when admission was free.

Le Déjeuner sur l'Herbe was the focus of artistic innovation and public outrage.

This was also a contemporary experience that challenged Manet:  the sight of bathers in the Seine in the suburban village of Argenteuil.

Manet would rephrase this work in the language of the old masters. 

At once competing with them as well as underlining the vast difference between life in Paris in the 1860s and life in say, 16th-century Italy.

The subject of country leisure, with picnicking, wading and swimming was already deeply rooted in Western art and letters.

This was also especially topical at a time when escape from city life--to the seashore or to the woods became mandatory for those who could afford it.

Images like this abounded in popular illustration and high art.

For example, a picnic scene by 

Auguste-Barthélémy Glaize (1807-1893)

The Picnic

c. 1850

oil on canvas

18 x 45 1/2"

Musée Fabre, Montpellier, France

This exemplifies an earlier version of the 19th-century weekender's Garden of Eden.

A graceful and prettified view.

Modern dress.

Proper courtship rituals in what the 18th century called a féte champêtre.

But Manet's is of another order--disconcerting in the immediacy of its glaring confrontation.

Manet's prominent nude refuses to look anywhere but at the spectator.

She was Manet's favorite model at the time-- Victorine Meurent.

Immediate unblinking eye contact that forces you, the viewer to continue exploring the scene for some explanation.

Her companions are two completely dressed gentlemen--identifiable as one of Manet's brothers--Eugene with the cane. His hand is extended in a rhetorical gesture of discussion.

The other is sculptor Ferdinand Leenhoff, who seems quite distracted from the others. Manet’s brother-in-law to be.

Then there is the woman in the shift, who wades in the background.

The shock of total female nakedness--her clothing has been tossed in a heap with the picnic still life.  Side by side with proper male attire was an instant assault on Second Empire propriety.

It bluntly displayed licentious behavior in the country that would be unthinkable.

Like every other art student and visitor to the Louvre, Manet knew and had actually copied Giorgione's  Fête Champêtre​ (Pastoral Concert, c. 1508) --which depicts a similar country outing of dressed men and undressed women.

This painting however caused no raised eyebrows.

Manet had translated this Venetian Renaissance painting into the language of modern day Paris.

Moreover, the composition itself was derived from a most respectable model--a grouping of river gods in a engraving after Raphael's Judgment of Paris (1520).

Manet's references to such Renaissance authority gave Déjeuner sur l'Herbe  a demonstrably learned pedigree.

But they also give the effect of an irreverent takeoff. 

The spirit is that of a Beaux-Arts ball  where students act out famous paintings in modern dress--which gives a sense of humor and the irretrievability of the distance that lay between the modern world and the one enshrine in museums and academies.

Also contributing to the outrage was Manet's style.

Victorine’s gaze makes us conscious of our role as outside observers.  

Manet’s rejection of warm colors for a scheme of cool blues and greens plays an important role, as do his flat, sharply outlined figures, which seem starkly lit because of the near absence of modeling.

The figures are not integrated with their natural surroundings, as in the Pastoral Concert, but seem to stand out sharply against them, as if seated before a painted backdrop.

Manet imposes his aesthetic preference for intense contrasts of light and dark.  See how he pairs Victorine's bare foot with his brother's shoe.

Also there are silhouetted patterns that rupture conventional illusions of fully modeled forms in receding spaces.

Unidealized rolls of fat around her waist.

The profiled expanse of Victorine's flesh seems summarily modeled.

It lacks middle tones that would round it.

Asserts a sharp edge.

This is what a hostile critic wrote:  "No detail is in its final, precise, and rigorous form…. I see fingers without bones and heads without skulls. I see sideburns painted like two strips of black cloth glued on the cheeks." 

Now look at the space behind the foreground figures--it appears to move toward us.

So the small wading figure at the top of the stable compositional triangle seems almost to be reaching down to touch an outstretched hand in the foreground.

The more we look at the painting the more the implied coherence of its sources falls apart.

For all of the unity of the grouping--each figure is a separate entity --engrossed in his or her own gaze, thought, activity.

No narrative connections can explain this grand ensemble.

It is like the very structure of the old masters of intelligible sequences of events has crumbled before our eyes.

Even the cornucopian still life of a fruit-laden picnic basket and discarded clothes --almost seems to belong to a separate painting.

Its cool colors and profusion of tumbled objects constantly distracts us from the human players.

Slowly Déjeuner sur l'Herbe seems to disintegrate into a kind of collage of disparate parts--a still life, a female nude, male figures in modern city dress, a bathing figure, landscape--only momentarily held together by the borrowed semblance of Renaissance order--and finally breaking every traditional hierarchy.

The sympathetic viewer wants to find a new kind of order.

For later many generations it was purely aesthetic kind.

The savoring of Manet's painted surfaces, with their velvety blacks set against the chill of pale flesh.

Muted variations of green provided by a shaded landscape.

Insistence of telling the disjointed, graceless, amoral facts of modern life.

If he had shown men as nymphs and satyrs in Classical dress or undress—as did his contemporary

Adolphe-William Bouguereau

Nymphs and a Satyr

1873

oil on canvas, 9’ 3/8” x 5’ 10 7/8”

—work would have been accepted.

Bouguereau became one of the richest and most powerful painters in France in late 19th century by giving the public not only the subjects if wanted but also the factual detailed it loved.

In Nymphs and a Satyr four young and voluptuous wood nymphs attempt to drag a reluctant satyr into the water.  The satyr’s slight smile and the lack of real struggle suggest that this is good natured teasing.

The paintings power depends less on the subject than on the way Bouguereau was able to make it seem palpable and “real” through a highly detailed depiction of physical forms and textures.

In order to produce a persuasive satyr Bouguereau made careful anatomical studes of horses’ ears and of the hindquarters of coats.

Bouguereau also made the scene not only real, but accessible.

The figure on the right appears to lead both the satyr and the viewer into the scene—the world of the viewer and that of the painting seem continuous, so we are invited to join in the romp.

But Manet raised the veils of illusion and reverie, and bluntly confronted the public with reality

In the 1860s Manet constantly balanced the inherited order of the past with experiments in disorder of modern life.

Manet alludes to tradition by way of offering a measurement of the distance between a familiar sense of pictorial structure and what artists and writers began to sense as something exciting and drastically new.

An example is:

Édourad Manet 

Olympia

1863, but not exhibited until the Salon of 1865

oil on canvas, 4’ 3” x 6’ 2 1/4”

Louvre

Shortly after completing Le Déjeuner sur l'Herbe, Manet painted Olympia.

Even bolder in its parody of a Renaissance masterpiece and in its flagrant display of modern sexual mores.

Based closely on Titian's Venus of Urbino (c. 1538)--which Manet had copied in Florence in 1853.

Replaces the goddess of love and beauty with a high-class Paris.

Édouard Manet’s candid depiction of Olympia caused a major furor because she was not a goddess but recognizably a model in his studio, posing as a courtesan.  Critics howled that she looked like a monkey, a balloon, and a cadaver.  Live the Venus of Urbino, whose pose Manet seems to have had in mind, Olympia is virtually nude.  She looks unashamedly at a visitor, presumably the viewer, who has startled the cat at the foot of the bed.  Throughout the painting are attributes of her success: a maid, and flowers sent, presumably by an admirer.

Again the model is recognizable as Victorine Meurent from Le Déjeuner sur l'Herbe.

Totally unabashed/shameless of her nakedness.

Indeed, proud of it.

Again she stares down the spectator.

She also stares down at the spectator, indicating that she is in a position of power and that we are subordinate.

Are we the spectator who offered her flowers held by her black servant (a model named Laure)?

Easy for the audience to identify her with her profession.

Her name had instant associations because prostitutes were commonly called Olympia.

Alexandre Dumas fils popular novel La Dame aux Camélias (1848-1852); she was the popular rival of Marguerite.

And to add to this onslaught of the facts of modern sexual life, Manet replaced the lapdog  in Titian's Venus with a velvety foreshortened blob of a black cat with an arched back and whose tail is raised.

Its presence is supposed to evoke a hissing animal in heat, but a stream of erotic associations especially close to the cat imagery in Baudelaire's poetry.

Pose similar to moderately pornographic photographs of the period.

The style also alarmed the Salon-goers.

Even Courbet--who claimed not to flinch at reality, found the pressing closeness of Olympia  disquieting.

Courbert commented that the painting was flat and unmodeled: "It looks like a Queen of Spades getting out of the bath."

Although negative, it lets us see how daring Manet's challenges to conventional modeling and perspective were in 1865.

The lighting is a head-on glare--which minimized the illusion of roundness and maximizes a brash, almost heraldic pattern of lights and darks which at first could seem as crude as Courbet's playing card.

Yet on closer inspection, see subtlety.

In each polarity--black and white, there are exquisite refinements:

--within the dark values, the servant's black head and the black cat against the deep green curtain.

Look at light values:  the distinctions among the sheets, pillows, skin, shawl, servant's dress and wrapping paper.

For 1865, it seemed everything was jammed into the foreground.

Screen-like recession of layered planes--from the bed linen hanging over a glimpse of upholstery to a view behind a parted curtain.  It is of an amazing spatial complexity that moves from the overt to the concealed.

So the Salon audience scoffed at Olympia.  Thought she was ugly and Manet incompetent.

Here is what kind of Second Empire nude won official favor:

Alexandre Cabanel

The Birth of Venus

Salon of 1863

Oil on canvas

52" x 90 "

Musée d'Orsay.

One of three paintings of Venus at the 1863 Salon.

This was singled out by Napoleon III for purchase.

Olympia's ribbon necklace, gold bracelet, and informal footwear are unthinkable in this pearly seashore idyll.

Cabanel's airborne cupids would also be unthinkable floating over this modern goddess of commercial love.

Yet as Manet's friend and champion Émile Zola put it in 1866:  Olympia would have been presentable if Manet had borrowed Cabanel's rice powder puff for her cheeks and breasts.

Concerning double standards of erotic propriety:  Cabanel's Venus seeming born depilated and powdered, twists herself backward in a pose of professionally voluptuous abandon dependent on Ingres' odalisques--a pose that simply turns Manet's aggressive modern female  into a passive receptacle of the male spectator's sexual wishes.

Even in terms of upsetting the balance of male-female power, Manet's prostitute, so coolly and toughly holding her own, posed a threat to the status quo.

Cabanel’s efforts to perpetuate inherited beliefs:  in the timeless beauty of classical legend  and in the function of the painted  female nude as a fantasy of easy sexual conquest.

Look at style too--The measured movement from distant illusion to the foreground produces exactly the opposite effect of Manet's paintings.

For his innovations of the 1860s, Manet had the written support of Zola, who in his role as art critic for the weekly L'Événement began in 1866 to herald Manet as the outsider who would revitalize French art, claiming that Déjeuner sur l'Herbe  and Olympia were masterpieces.

Zola defended Manet's right to follow his own visual and intellectual instincts, however much they defied academic rules.

And challenged the concept of beauty as absolute, universal standard.

The poet Baudelaire wrote an article “The Painter of Modern Life” in which he calls for an artist who would be the painter of contemporary manners, “the painter of the passing moment and all the suggestions of eternity that it contains.“  Manet seems to have responded to Baudelaire’s call and became friends with the poet.

Yasumasa Morimura (b. 1951 -)

Portrait (Futago) (futago means “twin”)

1988-1990

Postmodernism, Neodada, Assemblage, Performance Art, Photography, Multiculturalism

Morimura is a photographer/performance artist who stars himself in restaged versions of famous paintings, works for which he too has made the costumes and props, designed the makeup, set the camera, timed it, and then posed for the shot.  

Morimura mimics specific masterpieces such as Manet’s Olympia.

Morimura like Manet is art historically aware.

Adds a modern and unique spin to Olympia, not unlike Manet did with the Venus of Urbino.

Morimura displays his Olympia on a bridal kimono which casts her as a Japanese bride.

He also transforms the cat in the foreground into a figurine representing commerce.  The cat is a maneki, a porcelain “welcome” cat common in Japanese stores.

Appropriates cultural markers.

By displaying himself in the figures of both Olympia and the maid, Morimura forces the viewer to rethink social roles from the past, and how these roles have changed today in both Asian and Western societies.

Explores gender ambiguity which engages many contemporary artists.

Postmodern theorists argue that gender –as opposed to anatomical sex—is not biologically determined by socially constructed.  Thus, the supposedly natural boundaries between the masculine and feminine are in fact artificial and subject to transgression.

Portrait (Futago) represents a shift not only in gender but also in race, as an Asian actor impersonates a French woman.

It can be seen as what one critic has called a “postnational, postgendered, de-essentialized identity.”

And however populous the scene, Morimura performs every role himself, including both Olympia and her black maid, a feat made possible by his mastery of computer technology, which allows him to splice the figures into the background of he original painting.

The precision and craft involved in these performances, as well as the clear artificiality of the images, owe much to Japanese traditions, despite the artist’s manifest obsession with Western culture.

For example, the Kabuki onnagata, or female impersonators, whose white masklike makeup and stylized gestures signal the feigned or theatrical nature of what is being presented.

So too Morimura never entirely disappears into the characters he plays, however convincing the initial impression, a fact he confirms by calling the actress pictures “self-portraits.”

With stunning imagination and technical aplomb, Morimura appears to comment on the many ironies inherent in the cross-currents of an increasingly globalized culture, deeply affected even the insular world of Japan.

Concerned with the history of art and the place history holds today.

Impressionism

Original cast of Impressionists:  Cassatt, Degas, Monet, Morisot, Pissarro, Renoir, Sisley

Subjects:  outdoors, seaside, Parisian streets and cafes

Purpose:  to portray immediate visual sensations of a scene

The idea of painting out-of-doors, of achieving an immediate, one-to-one response between what is observed and what is recorded has a long history whose roots go back to the 18th century, if not before.

Most artists concerned with landscape painting made drawings, watercolors, or oil sketches on the spot, for example John Constable.  

But it was only beginning in the 1850s that the pursuit of maximum truth to the look of nature became a full-scale obsession.

In the 1860s painters would start to value these often arduous confrontations with the outdoors--not as a means to more calculated works of art to be finished in the studio--but as complete ends in themselves.

Monet, and many younger artists, believed an exhibition space was needed where one did not have to compromise with authority, a place where many kinds of fresh and audacious painting could be shown to the public.

It didn't have to be art voted out of the Salon establishment, but by artists who wished to turn their backs on it entirely.

On 27 Dec 1873, a group of artists drew up a charter--comparable to that of a business corporation.

Called:   Société Anonyme des artistes  peintres, sculpteurs, graveurs, etc…."
Only months later-- 15 April 1874, 2 weeks before the Official Salon--the first exhibition opened to the public.

In the vacated studio of the photographer Nadar, on the second floor of a building that faced the Boulevard des Capucines--one of the city's most bustling thoroughfares.

This democratic group showed the paintings in alphabetical order--the first letter to be determined by lot--and in only 2 rows--the smaller pictures below.

The Salon had many tiers of paintings on high walls--the younger and unfavored artists were fated to be "skied"--that is shown at the very top and thus virtually invisible.

30 artists showed 165 works. 

Most of the artists have been forgotten--Pierre Bureau  or Émilien  Mulot-Durivage.  Seen a work by them?

But a small group attained a public notoriety there.

Demanded a strong critical response--if only of outrage and condemnation--as well as a name.

The Impressionist group routinely divided itself into two groups—one around Monet/Renoir and the other around Degas.
For Monet/Renoir, drawing and composition were less important than color and surface reality.

For Degas, the painter was predominantly a creator of elaborate compositions with many elements, all of which related to each other and to the edges and proportions of the pictorial format itself.

Altogether, the Impressionists held 8 exhibitions before they disbanded:  the first in 1874 and the last in 1886.  

Impressionists was the term rapidly coined for the offending artists in a review by a hostile critic, Louis Leroy.  This was 10 days after the opening.

Four days later it was reiterated in a more sympathetic account by Jules Castagnary--who had often supported Millet, Courbet and Manet in the 1860s.

Castagnary saw--and quite correctly--that the viewpoint of the Impressionists was somehow an extension of the premises of Realism.

Castagnary perceived that their overt lack of finish had to do with their wish "not to render a landscape but the sensation produced by a landscape."

This was a very diverse group of paintings.

But it was this willful sketchiness, this satisfaction with a moment's perception that was the most overtly startling and unifying characteristic.

Cleary it was Claude Monet (1840-1926) who pushed this intense abbreviation of art and experience to the most radical extremes.

The work of Monet more than any other 19th-century artist, embodied the technical principles of Impressionism.

Monet was above all a painter of landscape who studied light and color with great intensity.  In contrast to the Academic artists, Monet did much of his painting outdoors.  As a result, he and the Impressionists were sometimes called plein air, or “open air” painters.

One of the five canvases he showed at the exhibition--a sunrise at Le Havre.

Painted from a window.

He chose the title Impression, Sunrise (1872, 1’ 7 1/2” x 2’ 1 1/2”).

Monet realized that to call it a view of Le Havre would arouse expectations of conventional description.

The term Impressionism is derived from Leroy’s negative view of this painting which was painted in 1872 and exhibited 2 years later.

Leroy declared Monet’s picture and others like it “Impressionisms.”
By that he meant that the paint was sketchily applied and the work unfinished in appearance.

In fact, however, Monet was striving for the transient effects of shifts in nature.  He used the technique of “broken color” to show that the clear circle of orange sun is “broken” into individual brushstrokes when reflected in the water. 

The same is true of the black, silhouetted boat.  Both reflections are composed of horizontal daubs of paint to convey the leisurely motion of the water and the blurred forms that we could actually see.

Monet believed in a different Realism from Courbet or even Manet.  

Monet was not concerned so much with the new facts of modern society.  He was more interested in achieving a visual tabula rasa.  Monet wanted the immediate perceptions of the seen world pinpointed in all their freshness and purity.

Claude Monet

Boulevard des Capucines, Paris

1873

oil on canvas, 31 3/4” x 23 1/2”

Atkins Museum, Kansas City, Missouri

Monet may have called this work “Impression.”

This work was painted from the windows of Nadar’s studio.

Hung in the first Impressionist exhibition.

Monet took urban components and dissolved them into a fluid, open world.

A world of constant interchange and blurred movement.

The stovepipe hats and black coats of the gentlemen seem indistinguishable in shape and substance from the dark frames of the horse-drawn carriages.

Brushwork:  intricate mesh of varied rapid strokes so that the substance of things seems totally annihilated.


Even the building facades which are swift, vertical strokes for windows fuse and evaporate before our eyes.

Think about the shocked viewers in 1874.

They were looking at a dematerialized world which was the result of broken, seemingly spontaneous brushstrokes that marked so many Impressionists’ canvases.

These artists upset the sense of a stable, measured world in which near and far, up and down, discrete objects and fixed colors could be counted on.

They also implied an impudent rejection of the officially learned craft of painting.

It looked like these artists had substituted what looked like childishly incompetent daubs of brightly colored pigment.

May seem at first illegible confusion of blotchy, random movement.

But each brushstroke has a corollary in something observed—whether the dark silhouettes at the extreme right which correspond to the top-hated figures on a balcony looking down—like we as viewers do at the street scene below.

Streaks of white on the leafless trees suggest a thin coating of snow that covers the ground.

At the lower right—almost indecipherable pink blobs—a cluster of toy balloons freely floating in this pulsating world of perpetual motion.

There is sensation of airborne weightlessness—of viewing the familiar trees, buildings, crowds, and carriages as an unfamiliar aesthetic spectacle.

This painting was an affront to the public and the critics because it lacked the inherited standards of finish.

The critic Leroy derisively commented on the “black tongue lickings“ in the lower part of the painting.  Leroy thought it was a joke that these crude scratches could represent people.

Today seems as innocuous/harmless/inoffensive painting.

In order to capture a particular moment, Monet would paint a succession of canvases during a single day:  one showing the garden at dawn, another in full morning light, and a third in late afternoon glow.  The following morning he would take up the dawn scene where he had left off the day before and, when the light changed, set it aside for the next canvas, and so on.

With scientific detachment, Monet tried to maintain the constancy of his subject matter by painting several versions of Haystacks, Rouen Cathedral, and St. Lazare Train Station in a series, so as to focus exclusively on the variables of light and atmosphere.  Each version varies according to the season, day or hour.

In studying the natural effects of light and color on surfaces, Monet painted several series of pictures representing one locale under different atmospheric conditions. In 1895 he exhibited 18 canvases of Rouen Cathedral.  Rouen Cathedral, West Façade, Sunlight of 1894 shows the myriad details of a Gothic cathedral dissolving into light and shadow, which are indicated by individual patches of color.  The blue sky creates a cream-colored façade, the dark areas of which repeat the sky-blue combined with yellows and oranges.  Here, the viewer is made aware of the medium as much as of the subject matter.  One is also reminded that his/her normal vision lacks sharp focus.

There is never a complete absence of recognizable content in Impressionism. However, there is a progressive dissolution of the edges.  The brushstrokes and paint began to assume an unprecedented prominence.

As a result, instead of accepting a canvas as a convincing representation of reality, the viewer is forced to take account of the technique and medium in experiencing the picture.

This is a constant with Monet’s recommendation that artist focus on the color, form, and light of an object rather than its iconography.  

In that suggestion, Monet emphasized the essence of a painted object as an abstract form, not as a replica of the thing itself.  In other words, a painted “tree” is not a tree at all but a vertical accent on a flat surface.

Subjects of urban life and leisure also attracted Edgar Degas (1834-1917), but he did not share the plein air impressionists’ interests in outdoor light effects.  Instead, Degas composed his pictures in his studio from working drawings, a traditional academic procedure.

Degas’s world was like Manet’s—both the private and public facets of Parisian life from aristocratic portraits and laundresses to cafes and brothels.

For all of Degas’s willful contemporaneity, he had deep and self-conscious roots in the old masters like Manet.

Degas was very much influenced by Ingres.

But Degas daringly rejected the overt structure of traditional art.

Edgar Degas

The Orchestra of the Paris Opera

1868-1869

oil on canvas, 22” x 18”

Louvre

We are thrust into the middle of a ballet performance with the musicians in full swing.

But what are we to look at?

The dancers above.

Their gauzy tutus illuminated by gaslight.

They are seen in only one small corner of the vast stage.

Their feet cut off by the edge of the footlights

Their heads are cut off as well by the upper edge of the canvas.

Now for the musicians

They comprise only a small part of a large orchestra

But they do have heads.

Moreover, each one is so specific that we might think of this as a group portrait of the orchestra, were so many of the members not excluded.

Actually the painting began as a kind of occupational portrait of the bassoonist, Désiré Dihau.

He ends up being only one part of a multi-focused whole

That even includes-at the extreme left in the box, the composer Emmanuel Chabrier.

Who sees this spectacle from an even more oblique  and close-up view than we do.

At first you may think undifferentiated disorder.

The blinking of an eye as we move to find our central and stationary places.

But them we realize the calculations in Degas's art.

There is a network of abstract clarity--not sheer visual happenstance.

Degas demonstrates clockwork precision

Degas has a broad taut pattern of diagonal axes that are marked out by the front and rear enclosures of the orchestra pit against the rigid angles of the harp, cello, bassoon and bass.

Within this linear skeleton, there are countless smaller rhymes, from the violin bows to the repeated movements of the dancers' arms and legs--regimented into abstract place.

The close and the distant are telescoped in a continuously decorative surface.

The luminous frieze of decapitated dancers above seem to be almost on the same plane as the darkly silhouetted scroll of the bass viol held by the musician in the right foreground.

Up and down, near and far are confounded in what appears to be a candid camera record of Parisian fact

And also a totally artificial construction --that proclaims the artist right to invent the rules of his own aesthetic domain.

Degas like Manet translated these objective commonplaces into the world of art.

Yet throughout these innovations, the tug of tradition could also be felt.

In Degas's split-second glimpse of the Paris Opera orchestra, the musicians, unlike the dancers are rendered with a clarity and suppleness of contour that could still pass muster as the work of an Ingres student.

Edgar Degas

Ballet Rehearsal (Adagio)

1876

26” x 39 3/8”

Glasgow, Scotland

Interest in motion.

Cuts off spiral stairs and figures.

Cuts off windows.

Cuts off figures to right.

No centering, random placement, empty space in center

Look at tilt of floor boards—see diagonals—carry us to figures

Post-Impressionism

Meaning:  “after Impressionism.”  Designates the work of certain late 19th-centuy painters whose diverse styles were significantly influenced by Impressionism.

Post-Impressionism, like Impressionism, was a French phenomenon that included French artists Georges Seurat, Paul Gauguin, Paul Cézanne, Henri de Toulouse-Lautrec, and the Dutchman Vincent van Gogh, who did his major work in France.

Their careers spanned 1880-1905.

Like the Impressionists, the Post-Impressionists were drawn to bright color and visible, distinctive brushstrokes.

But Post-Impressionists forms do not dissolve, and their edges, whether outlined or defined by sharp color separations, are relatively clear.

Dissatisfied with Impressionism, although they all moved through Impressionist phase in their work.

Wanted art to be more substantial, not dedicated wholly to capturing a passing moment, which often resulted in paintings that seemed slapdash and unplanned.

Sought to create art with a greater degree of formal order and structure.

Their response to the problem split the group into two camps, much like Neoclassical and Romantic factions earlier in the century.

Seurat and Cézanne concentrated on formal, near-scientific design.

Seurat with his dot theory and Cezanne with his color planes.

Gauguin, van Gogh, and Lautrec, like latter-day Romantics emphasized expressing their emotions and sensations through color and light.

Twentieth-century art, with its extremes of individual styles from Cubism to Surrealism, grew out of these two trends. 

Henri de Toulouse-Lautrec (1864-1901)

Inspired by Degas.

Based his most characteristic imagery on Parisian nightlife.  He frequented nightclubs, dance halls, cafes, and bordellos in search of subject matter.

Loose, sketchy brushwork, contained within clearly defined color areas, contributes to a sense of dynamic motion in his paintings.

Like Degas, Toulouse-Lautrec favored partial, oblique views, which suggest photographic cropping.

He was also like Degas, influenced by Japanese prints, using strong silhouettes to offset the more textured areas of his  painted surfaces.

In contrast to the textured surfaces of his paintings, Toulouse-Lautrec’s lithograph posters consist of flat, unmodeled areas of color.

He popularized the poster at the end of the 19th century.

Henri de Toulouse-Lautrec

La Goulue at the Moulin Rouge

1891

poster, color lithograph, 74 1/10” x 45 2/3”

Metropolitan Museum of Art, NYC

Because the poster is to advertise and event, words generally form part of the message.  In La Goulue, the letters are integrated with the composition by repeating the lines and colors of the printed text in the image.

The blacks of BAL (“dance”) and LA GOULUE recur in the silhouetted background crowd and the stockings of the dancer.

The flat red-orange of MOULIN ROUGE is echoed in the dress. The thin, dark lines of TOUS Les SOIRS (“every evening) are repeated in the floorboards and the outlines of the figures. 

The following notes on Lautrec taken from : Paul Trachtman, “Toulouse- Lautrec,” Smithsonian, May 2005. pp. 84-90.

The famous dance hall Moulin Rouge opened in Montmartre in 1889.

Commissioned by owner to create poster promoting his cabaret.

The big attraction at the Moulin Rouge was a strawberry –blonde dancer named Louise Weber, better known as “La Goulue” (the Glutton).  A former laundress and part-time prostitute, she had won her first won attention at the Moulin de la Galette dancing the chahut (slang for chaos), an erotic cancan.  

She claimed to have modeled for Renoir and was noted for kicking the top hats off men’s heads as she danced.

One patron described her as “a strange girl, with vampire’s face, the profile of a bird of prey, a tortured mouth, and metallic eyes.”  Lautrec had painted her before and made her the focus of his poster’s design.

La Goulue is onstage with a leg in the air; a male dancer in the foreground gawks at her revealing petticoats.

Everything about it was visually radical—its scandalous image, strong flat forms borrowed from Japanese prints, black silhouettes drawn from shadowy plays in vogue at Le Chat Noir, bold lettering, and graphic inventions of Lautrec’s own devising.

He used the yellow globes of electric stage lights—new in Paris—for instance, to make vivid patterns across the poster, a touch of abstract art no one had seen before.

Lautrec’s image was something new.

Other Lautrec posters and prints followed, helping to define Paris in the 1890, a decade known as the Belle Epoque.  

The swagger of the singer-song-writer Aristide Bruant, with his black cape, broad hat and red scarf; the black-stockinged dancer Jane Avril, with her swirl of orange skirt and pale face punctuated by open red lips; the trademark long black gloves of and puckered mouth of cabaret performer Yvette Guilbert—Lautrec captured the essence of these stars, and his umages fixed them in Parisian life.

His posters became so popular, that some Parisians were known to follow the workmen hanging them, so they could peel them off the walls before the glue dried.

Paul Cézanne

He constructed a pictorial world that corresponded with his private needs not to the public.

Cézanne became the holy patriarch of modern painting--the first great master who rejected inherited and shared systems of perspective, of modeling in darks and lights, of anatomical truth.

Cézanne created a visual order that was satisfactory to him--and if necessary, to him alone.

Paul Cézanne

Still Life with Apples

c. 1875-77

oil on canvas

7 1/2" x 10 3/4"

King's College, Cambridge, England

A small still life--seven apples on a tabletop

Authentic way to express the sense of change, of conflicting impulses with which he wrestled.

To describe this painting--one is forced into paradoxical assertions.

Perhaps a mirror of the artist's own struggles.

First sense that each apple is individually characterized in terms of bright hues that range from cool of yellow and green to the warmth of orange and red.

In terms of shifting positions that give each apple a unique axis and configuration.

Also feel a need to convey a more generalized assembly of spherical volumes that subordinates the parts to a grander whole.

These are not pure spheres--no compass could ever create such irregularly rounded, quivering contours as these-

These apples are the product of long and cumulative contemplations.

The background is non-descript.

Don't know if it is bare wood or cloth.

We do see a plane so vertically flattened that it is contiguous with the picture surface.

But the apples are not flattened silhouettes--they are modeled with a density and weight that they cast shadows and dent the intractable surface on which they hover so restlessly.

Look at the modeling--the patches of dark shadow convey a more conventional system of projecting roundness.

Whereas this effect is simultaneously achieved by another system of modeling in color, dependent on Impressionism with adjacent patches of unmodulated hues and yellow highlights  producing a different structure of  protrusion and recession.

And if the effect of a sturdy, graspable form is partly achieved--

Each apple seems to be located behind or in front of its neighbor.

But this illusion is partially cancelled by the insistent continuities of a subtle but powerful sweep of diagonal brushstrokes --

That in Impressionist painting --call our attention to the tangible layer of pigment on the surface.

Thereby our perception of depth is denied.

As a result these apples appear to be pushing forward and backward.

As if competing with each other for prominence as part of a cohesive fabric of broadly brushed paint  --

That works both for and against the illusions of volumes projected in space.

What is most extraordinary in this endlessly complex pictorial world is the strange discrepancy between the subject of the painting and its impact on the viewer.

Nothing could be less consequential than these seven apples.

They are not even arranged according to the conventions of earlier still lifes.

Where you-the spectator would be offered a more intricate table setting of varied edibles and utensils.

Yet Cézanne has exerted as much concentration on this virtual non-subject as an earlier artist might have given to a Madonna and Child.

Cézanne seems to have constructed in one small painting an entire universe.

Makes you think that this is Cézanne's private solar system.

The seven apples--like planets--forever exist in an active state of magnetic attraction and repulsion.

Cézanne channeled turbulent physical and emotional energies into this work.

Perhaps for another artist this would have been a modest, throwaway painted study.

Paul Cézanne

Mont Sainte-Victoire

He depicted this landscape more than 60 times in drawings, watercolors, and oils.  He built a studio in the countryside in Aix with a large window that faced Montagne Sainte-Victoire.

He painted the scene like a geodesic pyramid.

He defined the surface appearance through colored planes.

To create an illusion of depth, he placed cool colors like blue which seem to recede at the rear.

Warm colors like red, which seem to advance at the front.

Color is a means of describing masses and volumes

Color reveals form  and  creates relationship

Color separated space into planes and produced the illusion of projection and recession

Color separated space into planes and produced the illusion of projection and recession

primary colors:  red  yellow blue   produce brilliance

careful mixtures of these colors  create  whole range of subtle effects

He believed that beneath shifting appearances was an essential, unchanging armature.

He made this permanent geometry visible.

He said that he hoped “to make of Impressionism, something solid and durable, like the art of the museums, to carve out the underlying structure of things.

His innovative technique, applied to favorite themes of portraits, landscapes, and still lifes.

He portrayed visual reality refracted into a mosaic of multiple facets, as though reflected in a diamond.

His canvases are austere not sensuous, dominated by order,  repose, serene color harmony.

Forms Cezanne chose were from his daily experience : apples,

mountains, houses,  trees:  constants by which it is possible to measure the extent of his spiritual growth

Cezanne: “You must paint them to tame them”

Contrast  an early and late version of his favorite mountain Sainte Victoire:

1885-87 vs. 1904-06

both are landscapes

organized into pattern  of planes by means of color

achieves perspective by not by converging lines but by intersecting and overlapping planes of color

early complementary balance between vertical rise of the trees  and the horizontal line of the aqueduct

in later version these details are omitted.

balance is achieved between the dense green foliage of the lower foreground  and purple and light green jagged mass of mountain in background

in early version  mountain descends in  series of gently sloping lines    in the later  it plunges steeply downward

in earlier painting  details of road  house  shrubs are quickly recognizable

in the later  all is reduced to the barest essentials

only such formal contours as the cones  cubes  and slanting surfaces remain

both are landscapes interpreted by same highly individual temperament

desire to mold nature into a meaningful pattern  in order to unite the inanimate  world of things   and the animate world of human mind

so he flattened planes

eliminated atmospheric perspective creating  recession by pure color alone

worked with small patches or modules  of color  and locked together various areas of the canvas

notice how trunk of tree in foreground  locks together both fore and back ground   and  the branches echo  the form of the mountain in distance

Georges Seurat (1851-1891)

In his own brand of Post-Impressionism, short-lived though it was, Seurat combined Cézanne’s interest in volume and structure with Impressionist subject matter.

His most famous painting:

Georges Seurat

Sunday Afternoon on the Island of La Grand Jatte

1884-1886

oil on canvas, 6’ 9 3/4” x 10’ 1 3/8”

Art Institute of Chicago

Monumentalizes a scene of leisure by filling the space with solid iconic forms.

Human figures, animals, and trees are frozen in time and space.

Motion is created formally, by contrasts of color, shilhouettes, and repetition, rather than by the figures.

Seurat was just as meticulous in his art.

Seurat wrote: “They see poetry in what I have done.  No, I apply my method, and that is all there is to it.”

Like the Impressionists, Seurat wanted to capture in pigment on canvas the blaze of natural light and color which  the Impressionists had sought intuitively through rapidly applied, irregular dabs of high-keyed hues.

In his efforts to find a rational basis for achieving such goals, Seurat read a French translation of Ogden Rood's Modern Chromatics  in 1881.

He also read treatises by the Frenchmen Charles Blanc and Eugène Chevreul--which also treated the question of how light could be broken down into component colors and how our sensations of color were heightened by the simultaneous presence of complementary hue (orange, for example intensifying the effect of blue). 

 From such texts, Seurat began to evolve his own system.

His quasi-scientific “method” is known as pointillism.  Some refer to it as neo-Impressionism.  It consisted of applying confetti-sized dots of pure, unmixed color over the whole canvas.

Seurat theorized that complementary colors—that is, opposite colors, set side by side, would mix in the viewer’s eye with greater luminosity than if mixed on the painter’s palette.

The whole was supposed to fuse together, like a mosaic, from a distance.

But actually the individual specks never completely merge, giving a grainy, scintillating effect to the surface of the canvas.

He gathered a group of young artists around him who practiced his technique.

Some called them neo-impressionists.  Seurat said he wanted to “correct impressionism because he found it intellectually shallow and too improvisational.

He created a  socially revolutionary art which the French referred to as avant-garde.  Stokstad explains how this is derived from the military term “vanguard” and in 1825 a French socialist referred to those artists whose propagandistic art would prepare people to accept the social changes that he and his colleagues envisioned.  The real popularity of this term dates from the Post-Impressionist era.

Because Seurat’s system was so labor-intensive, he finished only seven large paintings in his decade-long career.

Time of leisure Sunday--

But a cross-section of elegant Parisians who display their Sunday best.

A like tailor's dummies in the city's booming new department stores.

He actually spent many months visiting the island where he studied the light and the various people.  These are real people he saw in the park—including the lady with the monkey.

Inspired the Stephen Sondheim’s Broadway musical Sunday in the Park  with George.

Manet and Monet--among others--had already been inspired by  contemporary fashion illustrations when painting figures in chic modern clothes.

Seurat followed their lead.

With Seurat we see an artificially stiff and protuberant silhouette popularized by corsets and bustles of the 1880s.

Seurat recognizes the time-bound modes of 19th century dress.

And he counters it with a figural order of timeless abstraction and immobility.

Think back to many of the pre-classical antiquities of the Louvre--from the Archaic Hera of Samos to the statues and reliefs of Egypt and Mesopotamia.

They seem magically reincarnated in the unlikely environment of a Paris Sunday of 1884.

For some viewers--then as now--what was most prominent in the Grand Jatte  was exactly  the imperturbable, archaizing order.

But for others--like Seurat's friend the critic Félix Fénéon
What was also important was the full-scale demonstration of new, quasi-scientific theories of painting--

These theories explored what Seurat called Divisionism:  colors could be divided, or broken down, into their separate component parts.

Then there is the concept of Pointillism:  the application of pigments in atomic dots, or points, of paint--an almost microscopic unit from which the vast whole could be constructed.

Seurat was unique in that he synthesized/manufactured/created the most dreams of a hierarchic yet harmonious society.

He maintained an acute sense of a modern, scientific world of industry and progress.

Grande Jatte reverberates   in countless directions, past and present.

In one way it looks back to the 19th-century's countless utopian images of the Golden Age--a land of milk and honey.

But it also summarizes countless Realist efforts--such as in Manet's  Concert in the Tuileries to present a cross-section of modern society --right down to the dogs in the foreground---which mongrel and pug--which may symbolize different classes.

See also the monkey on the leash--which may be associated with the traditional symbol of licentiousness/decadence/extravagance.

The monkey is perhaps a reference to the demimonde origins of its now ramrod back mistress who is accompanied by her top-hated, cigar-smoking gentleman-friend.

They dominate this upper stratum of a middle-class society like a royal spectator on a day of official pageantry.

We have sociological details, the heritage of Realist and Impressionist generations --are transformed in a new image of humanity, society and nature.

Now science and the machine are the muses.

These park visitors look like an army of robots manufactured from geometric, modular parts.

The arcs of the bustles, umbrellas, and the sailboat almost seem interchangeable.

They are flattened into frontal and profile silhouettes against the steep ascent of the land, water and the distant riverbank.

Vincent van Gogh (1853-1890)

Devoted on the last 10 years of his short life to painting.

He began with a dark palette and subjects that reflected a social consciousness reminiscent of 19th-century Realism.  When he moved to Paris and met the Impressionists, his range of color expanded.

The Potato Eaters

April-May 1885

Oil on canvas

32 1/4" x 44 7/8"

Rijksmuseum Vincent van Gogh, Amsterdam

This painting is the culmination of drawings and painted sketches of both the individual heads and the entire composition.

We are thrust directly into one of the peasant homes Van Gogh knew so well.

We are at such close range with the family--we participate in their meager evening meal--potatoes and coffee.  Sole sustenance.

The clock at the left reads 7 pm

These people are not generalized peasant types.

I think van Gogh presents them with a startling candor.  

Knobby, furrowed faces--

The family is cloistered in an interior as dark as a coal mine.

Illumination --one solitary flame of the lamp that hovers above the table.

The potato eaters project a mood of utmost gravity and gloom.

They seem to watch each other silently--without actually exchanging glances.

The distribution of potatoes and coffee takes on an almost ritualistic seriousness--that seems inherited from sacred prototypes.

But notice--Christianity is here given a token representation in the small framed image of the Crucifixion--next to the clock.

Conveys a hushed aura--like they recognize a sacred presence----as in Supper at Emmaus works.

This fusion of a peasant meal and a Christian ritual had become an artistic commonplace in 19th-century scenes that represented the lower classes saying grace.

Vincent van Gogh

Bedroom at Arles

1889

oil on canvas, 28 3/8” x 35 3/8”

In 1888, van Gogh left Paris for Arles in the south of France.  The following year he painted Bedroom at Arles.

Pervaded with isolation and tension.

Exemplifies the manifestly autobiographical character of his paintings.

Figures who do not communicate are replaced by an absence of figures.

The artist’s existence, rather than the artist himself, is indicated by furnishings and clothing.

Only the portraits on the walls, one of which is a self-portrait contain human figures.  They are arranged in as a pair juxtaposed with a single landscape over the clothes rack.

Two pillows lie side by side on a single bed.

There are two chairs, but they are separated from each other.

The same is true of the doors.

There are two bottles on the table, and a double window next to a single window.

Van Gogh’s Bedroom is thus a psychological self-portrait, which records his efforts to achieve a fulfilling relationship with another person and his failure to do so.

The tension is reinforced by the color, particularly the intense hue of the red coverlet, which is the only pure color in the painting.

In October 1888, Vincent described the colors in a letter to his younger brother who is known as Theo:

The walls are pale violet.  The floor is of red tiles.  The wood of the bed and chairs is the yellow of fresh butter, the sheets and pillows very light greenish citron. The coverlet scarlet.  The window green.  The toilet table orange, the basin blue.  The doors lilac.  And that is all—there is nothing in this room with its closed shutters.

Whether dealing with the facts of the real world around him, with the adventurous pictorial vocabularies of his French colleagues, or with the artistic theories of the 1880s--van Gogh transformed everything into a vehicle for his own urgent emotions.

One wonders how he managed to harness them into compelling works of art.

The marvel of Van Gogh--is his uncanny capacity to project his total  visual and emotional attention into everything he painted--animate or inanimate.

***A shoe, a sunflower, a chair, a book could carry as much weight as the image of a human being.

In this manner, Van Gogh perpetuated the efforts of so many Romantics.

Van Gogh shared the Impressionist passion for landscape.

Vincent van Gogh

The Starry Night

1889

oil on canvas, 28 3/4” x 36 1/2”

Museum of Modern Art, NYC

Intense, expressive color, his powerful imagery, his strong sense of line.

Line becomes color in the energetic spiraling across the night sky.

Their movement from left to right is counterbalanced by the hills cascading in the opposite direction.

Stabilizing the animated surface are the verticals of the two foreground cypress trees and he church spire.

The church itself, as well as the small village, has been identified as van Gogh’s memory to Dutch villages, merged here with French landscape of Provence.

Because he painted Starry Night while in a mental asylum, it has bee seen as the reflection of a disturbed mind.  Nothing, however, could be further from the truth, for van Gogh’s characteristic control of formal elements, technical skills, and intellectual clarity radiate from every inch of the canvas. 

Painted a year before the artist’s death.

Did not represent the sky as we see it when we look up on clear, dark night filled with twinkling pinpoints of light against a deep curtain of blue.

Rather van Gogh felt the vastness of the universe, filled with whirling and exploding stars and galaxies of stars, beneath which the earth and men’s habitations huddle in anticipation of cosmic disaster.

Mysteriously, a great cypress is in the process of rapid growth far above the earth’s surface and into the combustion of the sky.

Van Gogh did not seek or analyze the harmony of nature here.

Instead, he transformed it by projecting on it a vision that was entirely his own.

He was painting, as he wrote from the Saint Remy asylum that he was in “a dumb fury” during this period, staying up three nights in a row to paint because “The night is more alive and more richly colored than the day.”

Yet, though in a fever of productivity, “I wonder when I’ll get my starry night done, a picture that haunts me always.”

The picture conveys surging movement through curving brushwork, and the stars and moon seem to explode with energy.

He said “What I am doing is not by accident but because of real intention and purpose.”

For all the dynamic force of Starry Night, the composition is carefully balance.  The upward thrusting cypresses echo the vertical steeple, each cutting across the curving, lateral lines of hill and sky.  In both cases, the vertical forms act as brakes, counterforces to prevent the eye from traveling out of the picture.

The dark cypresses also offset the bright moon in the opposite corner for a balanced effect.

The forms of the objects determine the rhythmic flow of brushworks, so that the overall effect is of expressive unity rather than chaos.

This painting, more than any of his others, seems to carry the meaning of a particularly poignant passage from a letter to his brother:  “Is the whole of life visible to us, or isn’t it rather that this side of death we see only one hemisphere?  Painters—to take them alone—dead and buried, speak to the next generation or to several succeeding generations through their work.  Is that all, or is there more to come?  Perhaps death is not the hardest thing in a painter’s life.  For my own part, I declare I know nothing whatever about it, but looking at the stars always makes me dream, as simply as I dream over the black dots representing towns and villages on a map.  Why, I ask myself, shouldn’t the shining dots of the sky be as accessible as the black dots on the map of France?  Just as we take the train to get to Tarascon or Rouen, we take death to reach a star.”

Intensity of feelings:  then popular theory of the day that after death people journey to a star where they continue their lives…

Made visible:  cypress tree, traditional symbol of both death and eternal life, especially planted in Roman cemeteries.  See how cypress roots rises to link terrestrial and celestial realms.

Brightest star is actually Venus—a planet—associated with love.  Does this express van Gogh’s euphoric hope of gaining companionship that has eluded him on earth?

Paul Gauguin

Compared with van Gogh, whose pictorial surfaces have a dynamic character, Gauguin applied his paint smoothly.  Although Gauguin’s colors are bright, they are arranged as flat shapes, usually outlined in black.  The surfaces of his pictures seem soft and smooth in contrast to the energetic rhythms of van Gogh’s thick brushstrokes.

Began career under the aegis of the Impressionists. Exhibited with them from 1879 to 1886—and then went on to explore new approaches to style.

Gauguin believed that Western civilization was spiritual bankrupt because industrial society had forced people into an incomplete life dedicated to material gain with their emotions lay neglected.

To rediscover for himself this hidden world of feeling, Gauguin left Paris in 1886 to live among the peasants of Brittany at Pont-Aven in western France.

There, he and two other artists developed a style:  Cloisonism because its strong outlines and brilliant colors resembled an anamel technique called cloisonné.  

In Pont-Aven noticed particularly that religion was still part of the everyday life of the country people, and in pictures such as

Paul Gauguin

The Vision after the Sermon (Jacob Wrestling with the Angel)

1888

oil on canvas, 28 3/4 x 36 1/2”

he tried to depict their simple, direct faith.

Here at last is what no Romantic artist had achieved: a style based on pre-Renaissance sources.  Modeling and perspective had given way  to flat, simplified shaped outlined heavily in black, and the brilliant colors are equally unnatural.  This style inspired by folk art and medieval stained glass, is meant to re-create both the imagine reality of the vision and the trancelike rapture of the peasant women, who upon seeing a cow believe they are witnessing Jacob wrestling an angel.

Two years later, Gauguin’s search for the unspoiled life led him even farther afield.  He went to Tahiti as a sort of missionary in reverse, to learn from the natives instead of teaching them.

Although he spent most of the rest of his life in the South Pacific, he never found the unspoiled Eden he was seeking.  He often had to rely on the writings and photographs of those who had recorded its culture before him.  Nevertheless, his Tahitian canvases conjure up an ideal world filled with the beauty and meaning he sought so futilely in real life.

Paul Gauguin

Ia Orana Maria (Ave Maria)

1891

oil on canvas, 44 3/4” x 34 1/2”

Gauguin's Ia Orana Maria  continues and complicates the religious images of Brittany.

Gauguin has translated the Christian world into Polynesian terms.

The foreground still life of exotic fruits may evoke gifts of the Magi.

But also offerings Tahitians made to the idols of their own Maori religion.

At this time Gauguin was studying and illustrating in a manuscript he called L'Ancien culte maori (The Ancient Maori Religion).

Gauguin was resurrected the serene, harmonious messages of Christian art and belief which was so challenged in his century.

This is a guilt-free Paradise. There is not ugly materialism.

The painting is also freed of an earthbound Realist style that could in no way have evoked  such indescribable mysteries.

Like in medieval Christian art, abstract symbols can co-exist with images.

And remember both Gauguin and Bernard admired medieval art for its combination of decorativeness and spirituality.

The Virgin and Child's interlocking haloes seem as compatible with this mythic environment as works inscribed below on the yellowish ground--which seems the secular counterpart of the gold ground used in the art of the Middle Ages.

At the 1889 Paris Universal Expositon, Gauguin along with others had been inspired by the Javanese exhibit.

For ex. Javanese gamelan players inspired Debussy to more nuanced, exotic musical sonorities and harmonies.

Gauguin bought photographs of the sculptural reliefs of the Buddhist temple of Borobudur in Java.

He carried these photos with him to Tahiti.

He used them as sources for the gracefully rhyming postures of the 2 Tahitian worshipers --the exotic counterparts to the 3 Magi.

Ia Orana Maria  fulfills so many Symbolist goals:

--the gorgeous decorative surface--which seems composed of the bounty of nature's paradise

it absorbs every color of the tropical rainbow.

Evokes a multitude of associations--the mysteries of Eastern and Western religions

--the cyclical fertility of the soil of its human inhabitants

--the possibility of finding in spirit or in geographic fact a paradise on earth.

Ia Orana Maria  is original in idea and sumptuous in result.

But it is hardly unique in its mystical wedding of supernatural beliefs from the opposite sides of our planet.
Paul Gauguin

Self Portait with Halo

1889

oil on wood, 31 1/3” x 20 1/4”

National Gallery of Art, Washington, DC

Two apples suspended above Gauguin’s head.

They like the serpent rising through his hand, allude to the Fall of Man.  

The flat, curved stems in the foreground repeat the motion of the serpent, the outline of Gauguin’s lock of hair, and the painting’s date and signature.

Clear division of picture plane into red and green depicts the artist’s divided sense of himself; his head is caught between the two colors, implying that his soul wavers between the polarities of good and evil.

Gauguin combines Symbolist color with traditional motifs to convey this struggle. He is at once tempted and the tempter, saint and a sinner, an angel and a devil.  An important feature of this Self-Portrait is Gauguin’s contrast between himself as a physical entity and the red and yellow background.  His hand and face, as well as the apples, are modeled three-dimensionally, whereas the red and yellow are flat.  These methods by which the artist depicted animate and inanimate objects continued to be used throughout his career.

Edvard Munch (1863-1944)

Norwegian artist.

His mental suffering, like van Gogh’s was so openly acknowledged in his imagery and statements that it is unavoidable in considering his work.  His pictures conform to Symbolist theory in that they depict states of mind, emotions, or ideas rather than the observable physical reality.

Important inspiration for the German Expressionist movement.

He did spend some time in Paris where he learned from the Impressionist and  Post-impressionist art.

But his most productive period was from 1892-1908 in Berlin.

There he produced paintings, etchings, lithographs, and woodcuts that expressed modern anguish with unequaled power.

Munch was always an outsider, brooding and melancholy, who called his paintings “his children.”  He said: “I have nobody else.”

His neuroses sprang from a traumatic childhood: his mother and oldest sister died of tuberculosis when he was young.  He was raised by his fanatically religious father.

Even as an adult, Munch was so afraid of his father that he ordered “Puberty” his first nude painting, to be covered at an Oslo exhibit his father attended.

Munch wrote of his youth:  “Illness, madness, and death were the black angels that kept watch over my cradle.”

He was treated for depression at a sanatorium and realized that his psychological problems were a catalyst for his art.

He said “he would not cast off my illness for there is much in my art that I owe to it.”

Munch specialized in portraying extreme emotions like jealousy, sexual desire, and loneliness.  He aimed to induce a strong reaction in his viewers, saying “I want to paint pictures that will make people take off their hats in awe, the way we do in church.”

Edvard Munch (1863-1944)

The Scream

1893

Tempera and casein on cardboard

36” x  29” 

His most famous work, The Scream, represents the intolerable fear of losing one’s mind.


Every line in the painting heaves with agitation, setting up turbulent rhythms with no relief for the eye.

Munch wrote of The Scream:  “Above the blue-black fjord, hung the clouds, red as blood, red as tongues of fire.”

Today the painting has become so famous it is practically a cliché for high anxiety.

But when Munch first exhibited the painting, it caused such an uproar, the exhibit was closed.

Munch often went for months without painting. But once he began a work, he painted in a frenzy.

The easel rattled as he attacked his canvas with violent brushstrokes.

After one bout of nonstop work, heavy drinking, and a disastrous love affair, Munch suffered a nervous breakdown.

Afterwards he determined to put aside his tormented themes.  His work became more optimistic, but less moving.

Munch was a forerunner of Expressionism, a style that portrayed emotions through distorting form and color. 

A figure crosses the bridge of life which crosses the abyss of nothingness, the void this anticipates the 20th-century existential idea of the meaninglessness of life

undulating contours  of the screaming figure  are carried out in the sky

perspective of the bridge recedes at rapid rate  

no stable elements in the picture

Edvard Munch

Madonna 

1895-1902

Lithograph, 23 3/4” x 18 1/2”

Alluring and inviting, disturbing and threatening, Munch's Madonna is above all mysterious. This erotic nude appears to float in a dreamlike space, with swirling strokes of deep black almost enveloping her. An odd-looking, small fetus-like figure or just-born infant hovers at the lower left with crossed skeletal arms and huge frightened eyes. Forms resembling sperm pervade the surrounding border of this print. Little about the Madonna seems to conform to her holy title, save for a narrow dark gold band atop her head. This haunting apparition reflects Munch's alliance with Symbolist artists and writers.

Woman, in varying roles from mother-protector to sexual partner to devouring vampire and harbinger of death, serves as the chief protagonist in a series of paintings and corresponding prints about love, anxiety, and death that Munch grouped together under enigmatic headings. Madonna was first executed as a black-and-white lithograph in 1895. During the next seven years, Munch hand-colored several impressions. Finally, the image was revised in 1902, using additional lithographic stones for color and a woodblock for the textured blue sky. Self-trained in printmaking, Munch often used its mediums in experimental ways, such as the unusual composition of woodcut and lithography seen here.

Fauvism

Fauvism was a short-lived association of French artists who painted everyday art subjects—portraits, still lifes, landscapes, river scenes in flame-brilliant hues.

The group first stunned the art-loving public in 1905 when the large central gallery of the vanguard-artist-selected Salon d’Automne was given over to its works.  Legend has it that the critic Louis Vauxcelles, noticing  a Renaissance bronze in the center of the room, exclaimed, “Donatello among the Wild Beasts!—Les Fauves."

This term "fauves" captured the explosive colors and impulsive brushstrokes that characterized their pictures.

The Fauve exhibition became as much a success of scandal as the first Impressionist group show had been.

Tired old epithets were dusted off--"pictorial aberration, color madness, unspeakable fantasies, the barbaric and naïve sport of a child who plays with the box of colors he just got as a Christmas present."

The fresh color and free handling blinded critics to the Fauves' originality--and indeed to their charm.

The Fauves did not willfully distort reality to attract public notice by their sensationalism.

They were intent on recapturing, through new strategies, the nature that had begun to elude the over-subtle Neo-Impressionists and belated Impressionists.

The Fauves intended to re-visualize nature freshly--with more spontaneity--just as in their own time, first Manet and then the Impressionists had rejuvenated the visible world by new methods.

The Fauves broadened their techniques and used juxtapositions of complementaries, but in wider slashes, and followed instinct rather than the reasoned or "scientific" analysis attempted by their immediate antecedents--the Neo-Impressionists.

Above all the Fauves sought vividness and whatever new combinations of pure pigment would transmit the greatest possible luminosity.

 Henri Matisse

The Woman with the Hat

1905

oil on canvas

31 3/4 x 23 1/2"

San Francisco Museum of Modern Art

The Woman with the Hat sparked controversy at the 1905 Salon d'Automne.

It was a fairly conventional subject.  But the way the subject was depicted!

Crude drawing, sketchy brushwork, and wildly arbitrary colors that create a harsh and dissonant effect.

Unlike Cezanne or Gauguin, Matisse made no effort to set up a smooth harmony of cool and warm colors.

Instead, Matisse let purples, greens, and blues sing out at maximum intensity.

Matisse created a wonderfully vivid, if discordant, effect against high-keyed oranges and yellows.

The result was a new chromatic magnificence.

But it irritated contemporary sensibilities.

The color was offending.

Also critics loathed the sketchiness of form.

The contours were defined by changing, ragged patches of color.

Other areas were left thinly painted, almost untouched, as Cezanne had done.

This was to take advantage of the luminous show-through of white canvas.

The expressive attitude of the head is the result of careful observation.

Yet the color zones of the background, for all their patchiness, structure the space as an armature of mutually stimulating complementary colors.

Matisse

The Joy of Life

1905-1906

oil on canvas

5’8 ” x 7’9”

Barnes Foundation, Merion, Pennsylvania

A mythical earthly paradise where uninhibited, naked revelers  dance, make love, and commune with nature.

The vibrant colors applied so roughly in Woman with a Hat are now laid now broadly and without a trace of nervous excitement.

Softer brushwork and more careful, 

Brushwork is subservient to the pure sensuality of color.

Where is movement?  In the long, flowing curve of trees, and the sinuous contours of the nude bodies.

These undulating rhythms in combination with the relaxed poses of the two reclining women at the center, establish the quality of  " Serenity, relief from the stress of modern life." 

For Matisse, art became an expression of lyrical harmony and bliss, an expression of what could be called an emotional utopia.

He wrote in 1908—“What I dream of is an art of balance, of purity and serenity devoid of troubling or disturbing subject matter….like a comforting influence, a mental balm, something like a good armchair in which one rests from physical fatique.”

Matisse reached back to some ancient Arcadia--through a great line of pastorals and bacchanals descended from Giorgione and Titian by way of Poussin, Ingres and Gauguin's Tahitian Golden Age to embrace  a universal, classical theme that allowed Matisse ---just as it had Cezanne--to monumentalize feeling without without eliminating it.  

One stimulating factor for Matisse was the primitive art he had begun to collect.

Matisse was not dependent on nature.  This way Matisse was able to achieve an art more ideal--abstract than ever before.

Luscious colors--radian beauty of lavendar-pink sky and azure sea set within an overall tonality of golden yellow.

Color distributed in broad flat planes to express vast open space and large, deep-breathing movement.

At same time, Matisse has a sinuous Art Nouveau line to describe the figures as volumetric .

Their rhythmic contours link up to a surface pattern of flowing arabesques.

Arabesques form stabilizing central pyramid --arched trees in a wood clearing.

The lines run free at the perimeters in dynamic play of curves and countercurves.

Which knit together what actually are a series of separately conceived  figure groups--vignettes isolated by their colors as well as by their contradictory scale.

Sumptuousness

Nude celebrants of life's joy who seem still even as they embrace and dance in a ring to the piping of a goatherd.

Matisse's lifelong desire:  to make his art both a symbol and a creator of human contentment.

"I cannot copy nature in a servile way.  I must interpret nature and submit it to the spirit of the picture.  From the relationship I have found in all the tones there must result a living harmony of colors, a harmony analogous to that of a musical composition."

Similar to Symbolism.

The music that Joy of Life must be likened to is Debussy's Afternoon of a Faun (1892) and Ravel's Daphnis and Chloe (1909-1911).

Despite the stylistic conflicts typical of Fauve painting--those of modeling and perspective--Joy of Life created a sensation at the 1906 exhibition and entered history as one  of the great breakthrough pictures of modern art.

It stirred Picasso to attempt his own, even more radical test--Les Demoiselles d'Avignon.

Die Brücke

The German counterpart to Fauvism was Die Brücke—The Bridge.

Formed in the same year the Fauves were named—1905.

In 1905 3 architecture students at the Dresden Technical College:

Karl Schmidt-Rottluff (1884-1976), Erich Heckel (1883-1970),

Ernst Ludwig Kirchner (1880-1938)  decided to take up painting and form a brotherhood.  For the next 8 years they lived and worked together.

Their collective name Die Brücke was taken from a passage in Nietzsche’s Thus Spake Zarathustra (1883).  The prophet Zarathustra speaks of contemporary humanity’s potential to be the evolutionary bridge to amore perfect specimen of the future,  the Ubermensh—“beyond man”—but usually translated as “superman.”

In Die Brücke’s manifesto at their first public exhibition:  “With faith in the development and in a new generation of creators and appreciators we call to all youth:  As youth, we carry the future, and want to create for ourselves freedom of life and of movement against the long-established older forces.  Everyone who with directness and authenticity conveys that which drives him to creation belongs to us.”

But in art, Die Brücke demonstrated little interest in advancing the evolutionary process.

Instead, their paintings, sculpture and graphics suggest a Gauguinesque yearning to return to imaginary origins.

Ernst Ludwig Kirchner

Street, Berlin

1913

oil on canvas

47 1/2” x 35 7/8”

The Museum of Modern Art, NYC

One sees the isolation that can occur in cities.

The people are physically close.

But psychologically the well-dressed women and men are distant.

They are not a large formal unit.

They are a series of independent vertical elements.

An accumulation of isolated individuals –not a tight-knit community.

Angular, brittle shapes and the sharp contrast of predominantly cool colors formally underscore the message.

What made it possible for modernists like Kirchner to endure such conditions was their collective belief that they lived not in Berlin or Paris or NYC, but they lived in Bohemia--

acultural space uncontaminated by the ordinary conditions of those cities.

Ernst Ludwig Kirchner

Street, Dresden

1908 (dated on painting 1907)

Oil on canvas, 59 1/4" x 6' 6 7/8" 
Street, Dresden is Kirchner's bold, discomfiting attempt to render the jarring experience of modern urban bustle. The scene radiates tension. Its packed pedestrians are locked in a constricting space; the plane of the sidewalk, in an unsettlingly intense pink (part of a palette of shrill and clashing colors), slopes steeply upward, and exit to the rear is blocked by a trolley car. The street—Dresden's fashionable Königstrasse—is crowded, even claustrophobically so, yet everyone seems alone. The women at the right, one clutching her purse, the other her skirt, are holding themselves in, and their faces are expressionless, almost masklike. A little girl is dwarfed by her hat, one in a network of eddying, whorling shapes that entwine and enmesh the human figures. 

Developing in parallel with the French Fauves, and influenced by them and by the Norwegian painter Edvard Munch, the German artists of Die Brücke explored the expressive possibilities of color, form, and composition in creating images of contemporary life. Street, Dresden is a bold expression of the intensity, dissonance, and anxiety of the modern city. Kirchner later wrote, "The more I mixed with people the more I felt my loneliness."

Emil Nolde

Dance around the Golden Calf 

1910

34 5/8” x 411/2”

In 1906, soon after the establishment of Die Brücke. Emil Nolde (1867-1956)—an older artist had independently arrived at a similar attitude toward art.

Die Brücke invited Nolde to join them.  Nolde’s impact was immediately felt—although Nolde remained associated with them for less than 2 years.

Nolde worked primarily with strident contrasts of color.

He created visions charged with almost unbearable emotional power.

Fervently religious and racked by a sense of sin, Nolde created such works as Dance Around the Golden Calf in which the erotic frenzy of the figures and the demonic, masklike faces are rendered with deliberately crude draftsmanship and dissonant colours.

Der Blaue Reiter (The Blue Rider)

Another German Expressionist group, more drawn to nonfigurative abstraction than the members of The Bridge (Die Brücke) was Der Blaue Reiter (The Blue Rider), established in Munich in 1911.  The name of the group, derived from the visionary language of the Book of Revelation, was inspired by the millennium and the notion that Moscow would be the new center of the world from 1900—as Rome had once been. “Blue Rider” referred to the emblem of the city of Moscow:  Saint George (the “Rider”) killing the dragon.


Vassily Kandinsky (1866-1944)

The Russian artist was among the first to eliminate recognizable objects from his paintings.

He identified with The Blue Rider (Der Blaue Reiter) as the artist who would ride into the future of a spiritual, nonfigurative, and mystical art; for him the color blue signified the masculine aspect of spirituality.

For Kandinsky, art was a matter of rhythmic lines, colors, and shapes, rather than narrative.

He often gave his works musical titles intended to express their abstract qualities.

By eliminating references to material reality, Kandinsky followed The Blue Rider’s avoidance of the mundane in order to communicate the spiritual in art.  Titles such as Improvisation evoked the dynamic spontaneity of creative activity, and the Compositions emphasized the organized abstraction of his lines, shapes, and colors.

In 1912, Kandinsky published Concerning the Spiritual in Art, in which he argued that music was intimately related to art.  He was by temperament drawn to religious and philosophical thinking imbued with strains of mysticism and the occult, which can be related to the millenarian spirit reflected in The Blue Rider emblem.  And he believed that art had a spiritual quality because it was the product of the artist’s spirituality.  The work of art, in turn reflected this through musical harmonies created by form and color.

Vassily Kandinsky

Composition IV

1911

This feeling provides a contrast that enhances the impact of Composition IV, a maelstrom of swirling colors and soaring lines. The painting is divided abruptly in the center by two thick, black vertical lines. On the left, a violent motion is expressed through the profusion of sharp, jagged and entangled lines. On the right, all is calm, with sweeping forms and color harmonies. We have followed Kandinsky's intention that our initial reaction should result from the emotional impact of the pictorial forms and colors. However, upon closer inspection the apparent abstraction of this work proves illusory. The dividing lines are actually two lances held by red-hatted Cossacks. Next to them, a third, white-bearded Cossack leans on his violet sword. They stand before a blue mountain crowned by a castle. In the lower left, two boats are depicted. Above them, two mounted Cossacks are joined in battle, brandishing violet sabers. On the lower right, two lovers recline, while above them two robed figures observe from the hillside. Kandinsky has reduced representation to pictographic signs in order to obtain the flexibility to express a higher, more cosmic vision. The deciphering of these signs is the key to understanding the theme of the work. An awareness of Kandinsky's philosophy leads to a reading of Composition IV as expressing the apocalyptic battle that will end in eternal peace. Composition IV works on multiple levels: initially, the colors and forms exercise an emotional impact over the viewer, without need to consider the representational aspects. Then, the decoding of the representational signs involves the viewer on an intellectual level. I find that I can no longer view Composition IV without automatically translating the imagery to representational forms. Yet this solving of the work's mysteries does not draw the life from it; rather, the original emotional impact is strengthened in a new way.
From: http://www.glyphs.com/art/kandinsky/
Vassily Kandinsky

Panel for Edwin R. Campbell No. 4, formerly Painting Number 201, Winter
1914

oil on canvas, 5’ 4 1/4” x 4’ 1/4”

Museum of Modern Art, NYC

One of four in a series representing the seasons.

In it Kandinsky creates a swirling, curvilinear motion, within which there are varied lines and shapes.  Lines range from thick to thin, color patches from plain to spotty, and hues from unmixed to blended.  The most striking color is red, which is set off against yellows and softer blues and greens.  The strongest accents are black with the sense of winter suggested by the whites, which occur in pure form and also blend with the colors.  Blues become light blues and reds become pinks, creating n illusion of coldness associated with winter.

Franz Marc  (1880-1916)

Man of gloomy disposition.

Born and trained in Munich.

Over the course of his career, Marc moved from naturalism to expressionism.

This process culminated in 1910 when he met Kandinsky and became a member of his circle.

Some years later Marc turned to animals as his subjects.

Marc said “the impure men and women who surround me…did not arouse my real feelings: while the natural feeling for life possessed by animals set in vibration everything good in me.”

During the early years of the 20th century, German painter Franz Marc devoted much of his artistic energy to creating images of horses and other animals. The allure of animals was not, for Marc, simply a formal or zoological interest, but stemmed from a deep fascination with the dynamic connection between animals, humans, and the natural world they shared. Longing to understand the spirit driving his own being, Marc looked to the horse in nature to perceive what he could not recognize in the human world. Through radical compositions and bold experiments with color, he strove to express the primary energy of animals.
Franz Marc

The Large Blue Horses

1911

oil on canvas, 41 5/8” x 71 5/16”

3 horses, each defined by the same color and shapes.

In a tight, homogeneous unit.

Fluid neck contours of the 2 front horses—echoed in the shape of the third animal.

This reflects the harmony of their collective existence.

Billowing curves, graceful arabesques.

Horses shown in perfect harmony with their surroundings.

Simple but strong colors reflect their uncomplicated yet intense experience as Marc enviously imagined it.
 Blue symbolized the masculine principle of spirituality.

The Linear Tradition

The birth of modern art is inconceivable without Pablo Picasso, a Spaniard who spent his long career in Paris.  Picasso would do for line what Matisse did for color, liberating it from representing the real world so that it would have a pictorial life all its own.  Picasso and Matisse are two of the major pillars of modern art, Duchamp being the third.

For almost 50 years, Matisse and Picasso both painted in Paris, very much aware of each other’s work, competing as rivals, each watching the next aesthetic move of the other.

Cubism

The most influential style of the early 20th century.

Developed in Paris.

Essentially a revolution in the artist’s approach to space, both on the flat surface of the picture and in sculpture.

The main European impetus for Cubism came from Cézanne’s new spatial organization, in which he built up images from constructions of color.  Other decisive currents of influence from:  tribal and Iberian art.  These offered European artists unfamiliar, non-Classical ways to represent the human figure.

Pablo Picasso

Demoiselles d’Avignon

June to July 1907

8’ x 7’ 8”

Museum of Modern Art, NYC

In 1907, Picasso produced his own counterpart to Matisse’s The Joy of Life.  It was so challenging that it outraged even Matisse, but once understood provided inspiration for untold artists. 
This painting was named for a bordello in the Carrer d’Avinyo (Avignon Street), Barcelona’s red-light district—near where Picasso grew up.

Early studies for the painting sow a sailor in a brothel, seated before a table with a plate of fruit, being tempted by prostitutes.

Thematically the picture began as a typical Symbolist painting about male lust and castrating women, which is a reminder of Picasso’s roots as fin-de siècle artist.  The sailor is now gone, but the theme is the same, for we, the viewers, are seated with the sailor at the table with its symbol of lust.  Coming through the curtains and staring at us are five of the most savage confrontational nudes that anyone may have painted up to that time.

For a discussion of the painting see: http://www.english.uwosh.edu/einstein/dems.html.

Georges Braque

Violin and Palette

1909-1910

oil on canvas

36 1/8 x 16 7/8”
Guggenheim Museum/NYC

Violin, sheet music, and palette.

Still lifes are parallel to the picture plane—not on a table.

No illusionistic depth

Single shifting surface of forms and colors.

The violin is fragmented.

Musician arranges sounds to make music.

Artist arranged forms and colors to make art.

Took objects and broke them into parts

Example of analytic cubism.

Jan Avgikos:
When Georges Braque abandoned a bright Fauve palette and traditional perspective in 1908, it was the inspiration of Paul Cézanne’s geometrized compositions that led him to simplified faceted forms, flattened spatial planes, and muted colors. By the end of that year, Braque and Pablo Picasso, who first met in 1907, began to compare the results of their techniques and it became obvious to both artists that they had simultaneously and independently invented a revolutionary style of painting, later dubbed “Cubism” by Guillaume Apollinaire. During the next few years the new style blossomed with stunning rapidity from its initial formative stage to high Analytic Cubism. The hallmarks of this advanced phase, so-called for the “breaking down” or “analysis” of form and space, are seen in an extraordinary pair of pendant works, Violin and Palette and Piano and Mandola. 

Objects are still recognizable in the paintings, but are fractured into multiple facets, as is the surrounding space with which they merge. The compositions are set into motion as the eye moves from one faceted plane to the next, seeking to differentiate forms and to accommodate shifting sources of light and orientation. In Violin and Palette, the segmented parts of the violin, the sheets of music, and the artist’s palette are vertically arranged, heightening their correspondence to the two-dimensional surface. Ironically, Braque depicted the nail at the top of the canvas in an illusionistic manner, down to the very shadow it cast, thus emphasizing the contrast between traditional and Cubist modes of representation. The same applies to the naturalistic candle in Piano and Mandola, which serves as a beacon of stability in an otherwise energized composition of exploding crystalline forms: the black-and-white piano keys all but disembodied; the sheets of music virtually disintegrated; the mandola essentially decomposed. 

“When fragmented objects appeared in my painting around 1909,” Braque later explained, “it was a way for me to get as close as possible to the object as painting allowed.” If the appeal of still life was its implied tactile qualities, as Braque noted, then musical instruments held even more significance in that they are animated by one’s touch. Like the rhythms and harmonies that are the life of musical instruments, dynamic spatial movement is the essence of Braque’s lyrical Cubist paintings. 

Georges Braque

The Portuguese (The Emigrant)

Fall 1911-early 1912

Oil on canvas, 45 1/8” x 32 1/8”

Classic example of analytic cubism.

Gone is the emotional terror and chaos of Les Demoiselles.

Grid of lines follows the rectangular shape of the canvas and moves parallel to the picture plane.

Diagonal lines are arranged in an orderly geometric pattern, as are the circular curves, all recalling Cézanne’s vision of a structured world made of circles, cones and cubes.

While abstract, these curves are also signs.

The circle at the lower center is the sound hole of a guitar and the horizontal lines the strings.

The letters D, BAL, CO, and numbers 10,40 are fragments from a poster, and probably say Grand Bal and the price of admission.

The lines and shadows suggest arms, fingers, and the frontal pose of figure tapering at the head.

What Braque has painted is a Portuguese guitar player in a Marseilles bar, on the wall of which is a poster, and beyond, in the upper right, the harbor.  

But these objects are not more real or illusionistic than the atmosphere and light that floods the picture, falling on individual facets.  The only reality is the pictorial world of line and paint.

At a loss to describe Braque’s work in a 1909 exhibition, Louis Vauxcelles, who had named Fauvism, labeled the paintings Cubism, because Matisse described them to him as being made of little cubes.

Dada

The devastation of WWI affected the arts as well as other aspects of Western civilization.  For the first time in history, armies used trench warfare, barbed wire, machine guns firing along fixed lines, and chemical weapons.  After treating the victims of gassing and shell shock in WWI, Freud and other medical researchers published accounts of the long-term psychological traumas of new warfare.  
“The lost generation,” a term coined by  Gertrude Stein, captured the overwhelming sense of desolation experienced by the post-WWI intellectuals.  In the visual arts of that ear, the same pessimism and despair emerged as Dada.

The term Dada refers to an international artistic and literary movement that began during WWI in the relative safety of neutral Switzerland.  Artists, writers, and performers gathered at the Cabaret Voltaire, a café in Zurich, for discussion, entertainment, and creative exploration.

Dada was not an artistic style in the sense of shared formal qualities that are easily recognizable.  Rather, it was an idea, a kind of “antiart,” predicated on nihilist philosophy of negation.  By 1916, the term Dada had appeared in print—a new addition to the parade of aesthetic “manifestos” that developed in the 19th century.  Dada lasted as a cohesive European movement until about 1920.  It also achieved a foothold in NY, where it flourished from about 1915 to 1923.

According to the 1916 Manifesto, Dada is French for a child’s wooden horse.  Da-da are also the first two syllables spoken by children learning to talk, and thus suggest a regression to early childhood.  The implication was that artists wished to “start life over.”  Likewise, Dada’s iconoclastic force challenged traditional assumptions about art and had an enormous impact on later 20th-century conceptual art.  

Despite the despair that gave rise to Dada, however, a taste for the playful and the experimental was an important, creative, and ultimately hopeful aspect of the movement.  This, in turn, is reflected in the Russian meaning of da, da, which is “yes, yes.”

Marcel Duchamp (1887-1968)

One of major proponents of Dada.

He shared the Dadaists’ taste for wordplay and punning, which he combined with visual images.  Delighting like a child, in nonsensical repetition, Duchamp entitled his art magazine Wrong Rong.  The most famous instance of visual and verbal punning in Duchamp’s work is

Marcel Duchamp

L.H.O.O.Q.

Color reproduction of the Mona Lisa altered with a pencil

7 3/4” x 5”

Read phonetically in English, the title sounds like “look,” which, on one level, is the artist’s command to the viewer.  

If each letter is pronounced according to its individual sound in French the title reads “Elle (L) a ch(H) aud (O) au(O) cul (Q),” meaning in English “She has a hot ass.”

Read backward, on the other hand, “look” spells “kool,” which counters the forward message.

When viewers do, in fact, look, they see that Duchamp as penciled a beard and mustache onto a reproduction of Leonardo’s Mona Lisa (c. 1503-1505), turning her into a bearded lady.  One might ask whether Duchamp has “defaced” the Mona Lisa—perhaps a prefiguration of graffiti art—or merely “touched her up.”  This question plays with the some times fine line between creation and destruction.   The modern expression “You have to break eggs to make an omelet” illustrates the connection between creating and destroying that is made explicit by the Dada movement.

Duchamp called the kind of work exemplified by L.H.O.O.Q. a “ready-made aided.”  When he merely added a title to an object, he called the result a “ready-made.”  Duchamp’s most outrageous ready-made was a urinal that he submitted as a sculpture to a NY exhibition mounted by the Society of Independent Artists in 1917.

Marcel Duchamp

Fountain (Urinal)

1917

“ready-made”

24” high

He turned it upside down, signed it “R. Mutt,” and called it Fountain.

The work was rejected by the society, and Duchamp resigned his membership.

Despite the iconoclastic qualities of this ready-mades and his ready-mades aided, it must be said that both L.H.O.O.Q. and Fountain have a place in the history of imagery.  In the former, the connection with the past is obvious, for the work reproduces a classic icon.  It comments on Leonardo’s homosexuality and on the sexual ambiguity of the Mona Lisa herself, and it reflects Duchamp’s interest in creating his own alter ego as a woman, whom he named Rose Sélavy (a pun on “C’est la vie,” meaning “That’s life”).

The Fountain makes a connection between the idea of a fountain and a urinating male, which in fact has been the subject of actual and painted fountains in many works of Western art.

Duchamp declared that it was the artist’s conscious choice that made a “ready-made” into a work of art.  In 1915 he bought a shovel in a NY hardware store and wrote on it “In advance of a broken arm…. It was around this time, that the word ‘ready-made’ came to mind….Since the tubes of paint used by an artists are manufactured and ready-made products, we much conclude that all the paintings in the world are ready-made aided.”

Moved to NY in 1915.  In 1955 he became an American citizen.  After painting only 20 works, Duchamp his retirement in 1923 and devoted the rest of his life to chess.

Surrealism

Many members of the Dada movement also became interested in the Surrealist style that supplanted it.  The writer André Breton bridged the gap between Dada and Surrealism with his First Surrealism Manifesto of 1924.  He advocated art and literature based on Freud’s psychoanalytic technique of free association as a means of exploring the imagination and entering the world of myth, fear, fantasy, and dream.  The very term surreal connotes a higher reality—a state of being that is more real than mere appearance.

Breton had studied medicine and, like Freud, had encountered the traumas experienced by victims of shell shock in WWI.  This led both Breton and Freud to recognized the power that trauma had over logical, conscious thinking.  As a result, Breton wished to gain access to the unconscious mind, where, he believed, the source of creativity lay.  He recommended writing in a state of free-floating association n order to achieve spontaneous, unedited expression.  This “automatic writing” influenced European Abstract Surrealists and later, in the 1940s, had a significant impact on the Abstract Expressionists in NYC.  The Surrealists’ interest in gaining access to unconscious phenomena led to images that seem unreal or unlikely, as dream images often are, and to odd juxtapositions of time, place, and iconography.

Feminist Art

Although women have made significant contributions to the history of Western art, the iconography of feminism per se was a 20th-century phenomenon.

In 1979 Judy Chicago (née Cohen; b. 1939) created her monumental installation The Dinner  Party with the assistance of hundreds of female co-workers and men.

Complex, mixed-medium installation that fills an entire room

Judy Chicago

The Dinner Party

1974-1979

Installation art, mixed media, white tile floor inscribed in gold with 999 women’s names; triangular table with painted porcelain, sculpted porcelain plates, and needlework.

48’ x 42’ x 3’   -  each side

The result is a triangular feminist version of The Last Supper.

Christ and the Apostles have been replaced by place settings of 39 distinguished women, such as Queen Hatshepsut of Egypt, Georgia O’Keeffe, and the author Virginia Woolf.

The settings are designed to commemorate the achievements of such women, even though the women, themselves are not actually represented.  The plates are all 14-inches wide and are decorated with designs that are intentionally vaginal because, according to Chicago, that was the one feature all the women at the table had in common.

39 is three times 13, the number of Christ (1) plus his 12 apostles.  The titled floor contains 999 names of famous women not referred to in the place settings.

Traditional female crafts, such as embroidery, appliqué, needlepoint, painting on china, and so forth, are used for details.  In part, this is to emphasize the value of these skills, which feminists believe to have been undervalued by a male-dominated society.

The artist established a foundation to send The Dinner Party on tour and later published a monograph on it that included the biographies of the women it celebrated.  Despite the originality of Chicago’s conception and the new iconographic content of her piece, the work would have less impact without its historical relevance.  For although the triangle can be read as a female symbol, it also refers to the Trinity and is thus rooted in Christian art and culture.  Likewise, the numerical regularity and symmetry of the design link the formal arrangement of The Dinner Party with Leonardo’s Last Supper.
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