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Red Orchid.







INTRODUCTION


Throughout this book we will look at how artists have responded to the genre of still life in oil painting, and how these artists and influences can help us in our own journey and exploration of still life drawing and painting. The huge variety of subjects and objects on offer to us when embarking on a still life work makes this an exciting, yet very personal practice. Still life as a subject may be used in many ways: perhaps as an exploration of colour, studying colour and tonal relationships; or in experimental approaches, from expressive and painterly to carefully measured and observed.


The objects we select to paint may be many, as seen in the crowded tabletops of Paul Cezanne, or just a few, perhaps a more intimate still life of one or two objects as seen in the work of William Nicholson, Euan Uglow and Craigie Aitchison. Our still life painting might be a joyous celebration of colour, as in the still life works of Vincent Van Gogh, or the calm and more muted palette of Gwen John. Over time our selection of objects will become more personal to us and we can begin to develop a greater narrative and personal meaning within our work.
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Lucky Bamboo.







CHAPTER 1


THE INDEPENDENT STILL LIFE


In this chapter we will examine how the genre of independent still life painting, as we know it today, evolved from the art of the ancient world to the variety of still life works, both traditional and not so traditional, in contemporary painting.


In my own still life painting I am constantly looking to the work of other artists, both ancient and modern, as a source of inspiration. How did they place their objects? How did they respond to the sort of subject matter I am currently working with? How did they use brushwork to describe form and texture, how have they shown reflections and different surfaces? Have they laid down opaque paint or thin glazes? Studying the work of other artists, whether they are the Old Masters or contemporary painters, is an important element of our own learning and personal study.


Looking at paintings in reproduction is of great help, and in your studio you will probably display postcards of paintings that are inspirational or helpful to you. Try to look at a wide range of contrasting artists, from all periods, to get a feel for how a subject has been depicted. Whenever you can, try to visit galleries to look at paintings ‘in the flesh’. Standing in front of a painting – getting as close as gallery security will allow – enables you to see how the painter has used brushwork to draw and describe, how paint is applied, and how rich and saturated, or subtly the colour has been used. Even though observing work in reproduction may be helpful, it never allows us to get a true feel for the palette and how the colour has been used.


Seeing paintings in a gallery setting also gives us the opportunity to appreciate the scale of a piece. In reproduction, whether a postcard or a slide in a lecture, the artwork is always the same size. When we see a painting for the first time its size is often a surprise to us!


The images selected throughout this chapter are my own still life paintings. With each example I have referenced the work of other artists who have influenced me in some way, either in subject matter, approach, simplicity of composition or maybe the palette being used. Some biographical information is given, with a description of each artist’s work and how their still life/s have been of influence to me, and particular aspects and approaches in their painting identified in the hope that this will be useful in your own personal study of the subject.


Further reading on the artists and their work discussed during this chapter can be found at the end of the book, along with suggested galleries and collections where you will be able to find each painter’s work.


Still Life Painting and the Ancient World


A decisive moment in the interest in still life painting came with the Renaissance, and its revival of the art of antiquity. During the Renaissance itself there were few known examples of ancient still life, although many have been excavated since, found in both mosaic and fresco. In the art of the ancient world, the imagery of still life can be found in the wall paintings of the villas of Pompeii and deep within the tombs of the Valley of the Nobles and Valley of the Artisans at Thebes. The Ancient Egyptians painted sumptuous still life arrangements in figure compositions showing preparation for, or journeying on to the afterlife.


In these early examples of painting, the laying down of colour would be used to enliven objects of daily life, or to elevate objects that were to accompany a man to the afterlife. Applying colour to a wall relief would be used to adorn something thought to be quite drab. At this time most painting would take the form of adding colour to sculpture and wall reliefs; it was only when relief wasn’t possible that painting directly on to the wall surface would suffice.


Examples of such wall paintings can be found deep within the tombs of the Valley of the Nobles, most notably the tombs of Sennefer and Nakht. In these tombs of Theban nobles the walls were mostly painted, as the poor quality of the limestone precluded any carving of reliefs. The brightly coloured paintings show offerings made to the gods, and scenes of everyday life. A superb example of Egyptian wall painting showing an array of still life objects can be seen in the tomb of the nobleman Nebamun in the Temple of Amun at Thebes c.1350BC. These paintings can now be found in the British Museum, London. The chapel of his tomb is decorated with beautiful paintings showing how the wealthy wanted to live their lives in the afterlife.


The most important scene in this tomb chapel is the painting showing the offerings made for Nebamun. In the centre is a lavish scene showing a huge pile of food with wine and ornate perfume jars, and on the left a tall bouquet of papyrus and flowers. The food offerings include loaves of bread, grapes, figs, meat and roast duck. At the base of the composition three large jars of wine are garlanded with grapes and vines, while at the top is a row of further offerings decorated with lotus blossoms.


The colours of these paintings remain vivid, the earth colours being the most vibrant of all: yellows, ochres, browns and oranges are still bright, while the rougher pigments of the blues and greens have fallen away.


The compositions seen in these wall paintings follow a structured and formal arrangement. Objects are set out in registers or rows, or within a geometric framework that runs throughout the whole composition. Vases and other objects stacked on shelves not only serve a descriptive and decorative purpose, but you also have the feeling that these arrangements have been closely observed from life.


Similar ‘still life’ arrangements can be seen on the ancient papyrus scrolls of the Book of the Dead, showing scenes of mummification and of journeys to the afterlife, except here the jars being used are the canopic jars used in the mummification process.


The Roman wall paintings found at Pompeii and Herculaneum bear ‘unique witness’ to the production of the Roman school, thanks both to their number and also to their excellent state of preservation.


In the room of garden paintings (oecus) in Pompeii there are beautifully observed and naturalistic portrayals of birds, plants and flowers. A bird perches on the top of a cane: its markings and lighting make it not only three-dimensional but also remarkable in the attention to detail of light, form and colour. Within the painted wall scenes of gardens different types of mark, and scale of mark are used to describe different surfaces and foliage.


One of many still life arrangements on the frescoed walls in a single room of a house in Pompeii depicts a bird sitting next to two beautifully painted apples on a shelf. This room of garden paintings (oecus con pitture di giardano) is situated in the ‘Insula Occidentalis’ and was rediscovered in 1979. What is striking about this particular example is its contemporary feel in composition. The attention to detail and the naturalistically painted fruits on a narrow shelf against a striking dark background, seem to be a forerunner of the still life compositions of the Spanish painters Juan Sanchez Cotan (1560–1627) and Zurbaran (1598–1664). These painters of the early mid-seventeenth century, painting highly naturalistic fruits, used the motif of the shelf for a seemingly ‘modern’ composition. They also placed their objects against a very dark background, an arrangement which always serves to enhance the colour, light and three-dimensional form of the fruits against the darkness.


Many still life paintings were found at Herculaneum (before AD79). An example particularly worthy of a mention is Glass Bowl of Fruit and Vases now found in Naples National Archaeological Museum, Naples, Italy. This painting, originally from the house of Julia Felix at Pompeii, shows an elaborate glass bowl of fruit – apples, pomegranates and grapes alongside amphora. This is an interesting use of composition, as the objects are placed in a stepped arrangement, the fruit and the shadows created around the objects leading the eye around the pictorial space.


In another fresco there is a silver goblet painted in a highly naturalistic way. The attention to detail, the closely observed light falling and the reflection on its surface, all are depicted in a way that is ahead of its time.


Ancient texts tell us of the high value the ancients gave to pictorial realism; the most notable example often quoted is Pliny the Elder’s History of Nature. Here the painter Zeuxis is praised for painting such realistic grapes that it was said that birds would attempt to pick at them believing them to be genuine fruit. The painting Fabula (An Allegory) in the 1580s by El Greco (1541–1614) recreates this scene interpreted by Pliny the Elder.


Such realistic painting – an optical illusion known as trompe l’oeil – became popular as early as the fourteenth century in European painting.


Illusionism


The genre of still life painting grew out of ancient and medieval artists using illusionistic effects or trompe l’oeil to show off their prowess and skills in painting. From the earliest still life works, whether in Roman wall paintings or on a seventeenth-century canvas, the use of illusionism by the painter to depict as realistic a representation of the objects as possible has been the foremost artistic principle of this genre.


Two very interesting and unique examples of illusionism can be seen in Trompe l’oeil (Pinboard), 1666–78 by Samuel van Hoogstraten, which shows a collection of objects seemingly wedged behind a strap which is pinned to a board, and Reverse Side of a Painting (1670) by Cornelius Norbertus Gijsbrechts, in which we seem to be looking at the back of a framed painting. A scrap of paper with a sale number adds to the illusion. Both paintings are cleverly executed to make the viewer believe they are looking at something else.


The First Known Independent Still Life


Still Life with Partridge, Iron Gloves and Crossbow by the Venetian painter Jacopo de’ Barbari (about 1460/70–1517) is the first independent still life painting to be found in European art. It was painted in 1504 on panel: it depicts a dead grey partridge hanging on a wall along with gauntlets and a crossbow, and the way the subject is handled demonstrates a highly realistic illusionism. A watercolour study for this work dating from the same year can be found in the British Museum.


The realistic depiction of the objects in this still life is further heightened by the carefully observed textures of the wall on which they hang. The depth of the shadow created by the hanging objects and the trompe l’oeil effect of the note pinned underneath the gauntlet further highlight the artist’s mastery in painting.


At the time of its execution this was a radically new concept in painting, and the objects in this work would be perceived as real objects hanging in space. This highly detailed and observed study from nature suggests that Barbari knew of the work of the contemporary German artists Albrecht Durer (1471–1528) and Lucas Cranach the Elder (1472–1553), and that their extremely precise studies from nature influenced the Venetian artist.


The Origins of Modern Still Life Painting


Until the early seventeenth century still life arrangements were present in paintings, used as allegory or seen as part of an interior, most commonly a kitchen scene. Still life was also used in figure compositions laden with symbolic associations, often a sumptuous arrangement as part of a religious painting, for example the Last Supper. Rarely was still life portrayed as an independent subject, a genre in its own right, as we are so used to seeing in galleries today.


The genre of still life easel painting as a tradition in its own right came into being during the early part of the seventeenth century. Only then was still life as a subject painted for its own sake rather than as allegory or decoration within painting.


Post-medieval still life painting evolved as a result of the significant changes that were taking place in agriculture during this time. The beginning of the sixteenth century saw many changes in agricultural conditions. The medieval farming system of three-field rotation gave way to crop rotation; ground was therefore used more systematically and intensively, resulting in a surplus of crops. This increase in food production led to improved economic conditions. This period was shaped by economic revolutions and, most importantly, the beginning of the dissolution of the feudal structure.


Following years of inadequate supplies, these changes during the late sixteenth and early seventeenth centuries resulted in a surplus of agricultural goods now being produced. This surplus began to be expressed in paintings of market scenes and kitchen interiors, therefore becoming a common motif of artists in Flanders and Brabant.


The towns within these regions – Brussels, Ghent and Bruges amongst them – had been major centres in the guild trade during the thirteenth century, and the first factories were then to follow in the fourteenth century. Most significantly, during the sixteenth century Antwerp (being Brabant’s largest port) became the most prominent trade and banking centre in northern Europe. Each day in Antwerp huge cargoes were unloaded from overseas, goods that would be used in the extensive cottage industry of this region; this included the processing of cloth from England, and the production of many other goods including fine glassware, soap and sugar1. As market scenes became more prevalent they began to influence the painting of kitchen scenes or bodegones. Artists such as Velazquez (1599–1660) painted such scenes, and these would be amongst the finest examples of still life painting to be seen.


The Still Life Painting of Caravaggio


The religious scenes painted by Michelangelo Merisi da Caravaggio (1571–1610) contain some of the most sumptuous and exquisitely painted still life arrangements in the history of the genre. Caravaggio’s Supper at Emmaus (1601) in the National Gallery, London, shows a table bursting with an elaborate still life. This still life builds on the tradition of symbolism, in that many of the objects included are identifying some other meaning.


This table arrangement shows a growing interest in the everyday objects around us. Everything is beautifully observed, each detail captured: notice how the fruit basket at the front of the painting is about to tip over the edge of the table; also how the shadows and reflections have been painted.


Caravaggio is said to have claimed that it was as much work to paint a good still life as it was to paint a human figure2. Wise words indeed, as still life painting was deemed to be the lowest of any genre. At this time still life painting was considered to be inferior to figure painting and ‘…only those artists who lacked the skill and ambition to work in the more demanding genre, and who sought easy success by painting an appealing but insignificant subject, devoted their energies to still life’3.


In 1595, the most famous of early Italian still life paintings, Caravaggio’s ‘Basket of Fruit’, shows how inanimate objects could be placed in composition and exhibit the same curiosity and attention to detail and all the other elements usually involved in figure painting. Caravaggio is not interested in the perfection of the fruits, but in their transience, so it is significant that he shows the leaves beginning to shrivel and scars on the surface of the fruits. The basket protrudes slightly over the edge of the table, enhancing its three-dimensional effect. In contrast his painting Young Man with Basket of Fruit, in the Galleria Borghese, Rome (c. 1593–94), shows a beautiful young man holding a basket bursting with perfect fruit – grapes, plums, peaches amongst others – where the fruits are obviously attributes supporting an erotic motif4.


The Golden Age in Spanish Painting


This new genre of painting known as the ‘independent still life’ that began to emerge in parts of Europe towards the end of the sixteenth century, was particularly striking in the art that emerged from Spain. In the years following Caravaggio’s death, a young painter in Seville began to combine still life elements in his figure paintings: the young Diego Velasquez began to paint still life objects of great beauty, carefully observed and often revisiting and painting the same objects in different compositions.


A biblical scene of Christ in the House of Martha and Mary in the National Gallery, London (1618) shows how the main subject or ‘main action’ of the painting has been relegated to the background, while in the foreground two figures are shown preparing a meal. The vessels – brass pot, ceramic jar and eggs and fish – all show the artist’s virtuosity; it seems that his intention is for these objects in the foreground to be the focus of our attention, rather than the figures in the background. The foreground figures are finely observed, being modern models placed in a set-up within the studio.


The quality and exquisite paint handling shown in such still life arrangements begins to transcend all other elements within the composition.


The exquisitely painted The Water Seller of Seville in the Wellington Museum, London (1623) shows the effects of reflection and refraction on the side of the ceramic jars. The rendering of the splash of water on the terracotta vessel is a superb demonstration of the artist’s skill.


The painter Juan Sanchez Cotan (1560–1627) began to paint still life works as a way of supplementing his income. Along with his early religious figure paintings he sought to revive the practice of still life of the ancients, and created a series of strikingly modern still life pieces. His remarkable still life of c. 1602 Quince, Cabbage, Melon and Cucumber shows humble fruits and vegetables that are life size set within a window frame. The composition has a distinctive gravity and austerity, being characteristically Spanish. The fruits and vegetables are set against a velvety black void of background, in harsh contrast with the illuminated subjects set within the frame. This contrast serves to accentuate the three-dimensional form of the objects. The clarity of the surface textures and the realism of the forms within the abstract geometric shape are captivating in their beauty and harmony.


The painter made a number of other still life paintings using a similar pictorial structure and a variety of fruits, vegetables and game. These were busier in composition but with the same format, namely brightly illuminated objects set within a window frame against a dark background, almost as if modelled in relief.


The painter Francisco de Zurbaran (1598–1664) is one of the greatest artists of the Spanish Baroque; he is renowned as a painter of devotional works of saints, monks and holy figures. Independent still life played a relatively minor role in Zurbaran’s art, but the few remarkable still life paintings that he produced are amongst the greatest in the genre. His bold use of colour – exaggerated against a dark background in many works, along with his flat surfaces and an unconventional approach to perspective – was to have a profound influence on other artists, for example the French painter Chardin.


In his still life paintings Zurbaran achieved a powerful devotional element, which I feel is akin to his religious pieces. They are devotional and contemplative in mood – humble everyday objects elevated to a higher ‘plane of reality’. There doesn’t seem to be any obvious symbolism, but the way in which the objects were painted could be interpreted as a religious piece with a meditative quality.


It is this particular meditative and contemplative quality that has the greatest influence upon my own still life work; furthermore it is not only in Zurbaran’s still life works that it is found, but also in the works of other artists, as I will discuss in relation to specific still life paintings of my own.


Influences and Inspirations


I have always devoted some time to painting small-scale still life works in the studio. In these paintings I try to express the quintessence of the subject by reducing the number of objects or elements in the composition to a minimum. Quite often the initial spark of an idea will be of one colour vibrating against another, or the relationship of one object to another in colour, texture, shape or form.


I work on many of the still life paintings over a period of weeks, sometimes months, demonstrating the intensity of observation involved. All the compositions are set up directly in front of me in the studio, and each painting develops over a sustained period that allows for the close study of each element in the picture. I will work on a painting over a similar period of each day or time of the week so that the lighting conditions may be as constant as possible. Inevitably small changes will arise, as some days are brighter than others, but it is these small revisions in a sustained piece that give it its carefully considered quality.


In selecting particular objects I am analysing many elements, including colour relationships, shape, form, design and pictorial structure. Some subjects may be more biographical, introducing narrative – for example, some objects may remind you of people and places, or of a particular situation in time.


Looking through an exhibition catalogue of the British painter Patrick George (1923–) I saw the following quote, which I thought summed up that initial excitement of seeing that something you wanted to capture:


If I see something I like, I wish to tell someone else.
This, then, is why I paint.
Patrick George 2007


The painters I have always found inspirational – and particularly their still lifes, which are very intimate in feel – are William Nicholson, Euan Uglow, Craigie Aitchison and Giorgio Morandi. I will observe each painter further, in this chapter, discussing particular paintings and how the artist has had an influence on my own work. Through these paintings I will show how the work of one or more artists has influenced some aspect of my work.


Memories


This small painting (18×24cm) I feel shows the influence of three of the aforementioned painters: Morandi, Uglow and Aitchison all worked with the motif of flower/s in a vase, placed quite centrally in the canvas with a lot of space surrounding the subject. These quiet paintings have a wonderful serenity and calm about them. The subject of flowers in a vase is one that has been revisited many times throughout the history of ‘modern’ still life painting.


What I feel separates these particular paintings and artists from the abundant ‘others’ is the way the subject has been placed in the rectangle of the canvas. For me it is the amount of space around the arrangement that lets the painting ‘speak’, and gives each its air of quietness and solitude.


The small alabaster jar is a motif that has been repeated in many of my recent still life works. The particular shape of the jar – a slightly warm cream colour, along with the dark burnt orange of the slowly dying rose – was placed in a set-up with similar light, colours and tones purposely to enhance the subtlety and delicacy of the objects. The fine veins in the alabaster, and the delicate stem of the flower, give a linear, drawn detail to the arrangement.


Craigie Aitchison’s Vase with Lily Still Life (1982) depicts a beautifully delicate, white lily, a single stem in a white pot decorated with a bird. The arrangement is placed quite centrally in the canvas and is particularly striking as the background colour selected is an incredible bright yellow, so vivid that it seems to vibrate as you look at it. The vase stands on a black surface that stands in stark contrast to the subtle colours of vase and flower.
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Memories.





Aitchison’s Grey Vase: Still Life (1965) shows an even more sensitively conceived flower in a vase. A yellow flower stem emerges from a long slim pot, and again the subject is placed centrally with a lot of space around it. This whole composition shows a subtle delicacy in the quietly reduced palette of light blues and greys and the harmony of the composition. Of this painting Aitchison commented:


I think with this one I might have been influenced by 
Morandi. I was crazy about him at one time.5


Morandi’s painting Flowers (1950) shows a beautifully harmonious and simple composition. The flowers in a white vase are once again placed centrally in the composition, depicted with a palette of subtle ‘greys’ with much space around the vase.


The motif of a flower in a vase was one that Euan Uglow often returned to, and it is difficult to select any one individual still life piece as an influence, they have all been so greatly admired. Notable still life paintings to look up are Mimosa (1971), White Flowers on Yellow (1971) and Camellia (1981).
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Detail of alabaster jar in Memories.





Craigie Aitchison (1927–2009)


This artist painted many still life works in the course of his career. These are paintings of a poetic economy and rare beauty. The subjects he chose to paint came from the collection of assorted bric-à-brac in his studio. A flower in a vase was a recurrent theme, and lilies became a favourite flower, being painted many times. The two still lifes discussed above bear all the essential elements of a Craigie Aitchison painting: greatly simplified yet immensely evocative, becoming the ‘quintessential still life’.


Euan Uglow (1932–2000)


Of his painting Euan Uglow said:


I am not a still life painter. I am not a portrait painter. 
I am not a painter of nudes. I am just a painter.6


No particular genre was considered to be more important in its hierarchy. However, in many ways it is Uglow’s still life paintings that best define his preoccupations and ideas in painting. His early still life paintings reveal an academic origin, the colour being more sombre than in the later paintings. Each work shows a painstaking act of measurement, resulting in his finished paintings faithfully recording the entire process of each piece. His ruthless eye for detail in translating each nuance, contour or tonal shift, is characteristic of his entire oeuvre, whether still life, portrait or nude.


Still Life with Silver Pot


This painting, the earliest of my still life works used in this book, was inspired by the intimate and quiet still life paintings of William Nicholson. As are many starting points for my still life works, the silver pot was a gift and my intention was to place it in a small painting, just adding the Chinese lanterns to add a dramatic note of colour, which would be reflected in the pot’s surface.
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Still life with Silver Pot.





William Nicholson’s The Silver Casket (1919) was a painting that I had recently seen in a retrospective of the artist’s work. This was the first time I had seen a large number of his works together, and the still life paintings selected were exquisite. The harmony and ‘quietness’ of the works are almost meditative in nature and I greatly admire the mood and quality of these wonderful still life paintings.


Along with Chardin, Nicholson painted some of the most beautiful reflective surfaces within the history of still life painting. Nicholson’s use of composition is of particular interest to me. The amount of negative space around the objects and the placing of the subject within the rectangle is an inspiration to me; it also made me begin to think of reducing the number of objects within a painting.


In The Silver Casket, the subject is placed centrally upon the horizontal within a rectangular space, almost halfway on the vertical. A dark umber tone hints at the edge of the tabletop, and also gives an added weight to the overall composition. The palette of muted greys is reflected in the silver surface. It is the pale blue gloves lying at the base of the casket, and the bright red beads in the bottom right of the composition that give the painting its note of colour, which is then reflected.


In the same way I used the vivid colour of the Chinese lanterns in Still Life with Silver Pot to create a greater depth within the painting, the warm and bright colour being at the front of the picture space. Looking at the reflection of the orange forms in the silver pot creates a pictorial depth and a heightened feeling of space.


The overall palette used was purposely kept to rather muted, almost coloured greys to enhance the oranges further. This is something that has continued in a more recent collection of paintings.


The Lustre Bowl (1911), also by William Nicholson (in the Scottish Gallery of Modern Art, Edinburgh), shows a similar compositional motif. The bowl is placed almost centrally in a nearly square canvas, the dark sombre tones of the pewter reflecting the white cloth and pea pods placed to the right of the bowl. The flat and rich dark of the background adds an abstract quality to the overall composition. The brushwork is fluid, and the paint surface quite thin and very simply executed when viewed close up.


Jean Baptiste Simeon Chardin (1699–1779)


The French painter Chardin is considered to be one of the greatest still life painters in the history of art. The artist was greatly influenced by the subject matter and realism of the seventeenth-century Dutch masters. Chardin’s paintings contrast with the highly decorated Rococo period that dominated eighteenth-century French painting.
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