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Introduction


During the late 1930s and 1940s, the American painter Ad Reinhardt devoted considerable energy to drawing cartoons. In this work, which appeared in many publications, he repeatedly used a two-frame visual joke. In the first frame, a laughing gallery-goer is pointing derisively at an abstract composition and saying, ‘Ha ha. What does this represent?’ In the second frame, the painting has come to life. It now has legs, an arm and a nose, and some of the composition’s lines have resolved themselves into the profile of an angry face. The startled visitor reels back as the painting, in turn, jabs a finger back at him, demanding, ‘What do you represent?’1 Reinhardt’s point is that a work of art has an autonomous existence. It is not there merely to serve as a visual stamp of approval on some fact or other, but what it can do is offer a viewer the means by which to apprehend the truth and validity of their own experience. In Book 1 of the Latin epic poem Aeneid by Virgil, Aeneas stands in Dido’s palace before a fresco depicting the Trojan War and weeps. He sees in the depiction his friend Hector, his former king Priam and so many others that there are ‘tears in the nature of things, hearts touched by human transience’.2 The question ‘What does this mean?’, when addressed to a work of art, is an unproductive one. It would be better to ask a question based on what we are concerned with, such as ‘How does what I am seeing here allow me to give shape to my experience of the world?’


There are many books on composition in art. To name only a few, there are wide surveys such as Charles Bouleau’s The Painter’s Secret Geometry (1963) and Rudolf Arnheim’s The Power of the Center (1982), as well as more focused studies including Erwin Panofsky’s work on the emergence of perspective in the fifteenth century in Perspective as Symbolic Form (1927), Heinrich Wölfflin’s analysis of the shift in compositional priorities from the sixteenth-century Renaissance to the seventeenth-century Baroque in Principles of Art History (1915), and Michael Baxandall’s Patterns of Intention (1985), with his exploration of eighteenth-century vision through apparent errors of perspective in Jean-Baptiste-Siméon Chardin’s A Lady Taking Tea (1735). In a closely related field, we have works such as Rudolf Wittkower’s Architectural Principles in the Age of Humanism (1949), in which he discusses the subject through ideas of harmony, proportion and scale that were pervasive in the Renaissance. These all build upon earlier foundational works, such as Leon Battista Alberti’s Della pittura (On Painting; 1435), and Giorgio Vasari’s Lives of the Artists (1550). Before all of these, there is the first-century CE Roman scholar Pliny the Elder’s Natural History, Book XXXV, which is devoted to the major artists of Classical Greece.
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Unknown, votive panel from the Pitsa Cave, Greece, 540–530 BCE.





The one point notable in these mentioned studies is that the main emphasis is placed upon structure, the spatial organization and disposition of forms within the frame of the work, which is itself geometrically divided up. In his preface to Bouleau’s study, the sculptor Jacques Villon called the framework of a work of art ‘its most secret and its deepest poetry’.3 Awareness of this structure, through giving attention to the composition of a work, can provide us with a way to think about the possible significance we might ascribe to what we are seeing.


Writing in the early twentieth century, the Viennese art historian Alois Riegl introduced the concept of Kunstwollen (artistic volition) in his study of late Roman art. While artistic volition, a will to find form for ideas and feelings, motivates artists of all periods, the manner in which it finds expression changes as the world changes. Riegl explained that the central means by which such volition finds its expression in the art of Classical Greece is rhythm. He identified various ways in which rhythm might be achieved: through contrast – for example, in the body pose with an opposing raised hip and dropped shoulder that we know as contrapposto – through sequential repetition of similar phenomena, and by use of symmetry and proportion.4 But for us to be able to apprehend such rhythm, each element must be distinct and separate from its neighbour. They can be side by side, or one above the other, but not in front of or behind another element. In other words, they must be composed ‘in the plane’ without any representation of depth. We can see this in the decorations on vases and bowls surviving from the period, as well as in the rare examples of painting, such as the Pitsa Panels. The differing heights of the six figures, all seen in profile, describe a curve running from upper left, dipping towards the centre, and rising again towards the right. At the same time, they are linked across the composition by the various items they each hold – corn, flute, lyre, pitcher, and so on – that slightly overlap with their neighbour.
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Piero della Francesca, The Flagellation of Christ, c.1468–70. Oil and tempera on panel, 82 × 59 cm (32¼ × 23¼ in).





However, it is not sufficient merely to distribute elements. There needs to be some structuring principle over and above these elements that enables the manner of their distribution to be revealed as more than random. One of the primary factors in the analysis of composition is the question of the frame. If we are to perceive order, it is necessary to be able to recognize the limits within which the various elements under consideration have been arranged. As Bouleau noted, a frieze is already a frame.5 Even though it is open at either side and could in theory have an endless horizontal extension, it has an upper and lower boundary, and it is this framing that enables us to apprehend the rhythm in the frieze’s composition.


In contrast to such planar composition, the developing use of perspective in the Renaissance art of the West saw the predominance of Euclidean space (with three dimensions) as the arena within which painting occurred. A point established on the canvas, towards which all lines drawn from the edges converge, provides the observer with the sense of a coherent and comprehensible space. The physical surface of the canvas sets a forward limit – it is the place in the painting closest to the viewer. Reaching back from there and into the canvas is the place in the painting where lines converge, known as the vanishing point, beyond which nothing further is visible. As Panofsky stressed, the space depicted in this way is a rational space.6 It is coherent and orderly. Objects closer to the viewer will appear larger, and those at a distance will appear smaller, just as they would in the real world. In this way the painting can depict not just its ostensible subject – a person, a cow, a boat – but, as importantly, the world within which that subject exists.


Alberti’s major theoretical advance was to be the first one in the Renaissance to propose the area of vision as a pyramid, with the eye as the apex and the lines from the eye to the four corners of the panel as the outer edges of the pyramid, mirroring the perspectival space inscribed on the canvas. This was a development from earlier ideas of the field of vision being a cone. The change enabled the clarification of one-point perspective along with the depiction of objects always being in proportion, with their decrease in size thus indicating distance from the front plane of the picture. This perspective appears in the work of Piero della Francesca, who Vasari said was ‘regarded as a great master of the problems of regular bodies, both arithmetical and geometrical’.7 Piero’s care can be seen, for example, in The Flagellation of Christ, where the interior of Pilate’s palace and the piazza in which it sits are rendered with such precision that it is possible to reconstruct an accurate plan and elevation of the depicted building, and the paved floor, from the painting’s dimensions and details. The trio of bystanders in the foreground of the composition to the right are up against the picture plane, while Pilate, Christ and those involved in his punishment are proportionately smaller in the background to the left. The exact centre of the panel falls in the crook of the scourger’s bent right arm, while the vanishing point is in the space immediately below it. Piero’s use of light adds to the complexity of the composition. In the external space, it falls on the three large figures and the other buildings in the square from the left. Within Pilate’s house, however, Christ is lit from the right, and while the rest of the space is largely in shadow, the ceiling directly above his head is radiantly bright.
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Paolo Veronese, The Feast in the House of Levi, 1573. Oil on canvas, 5.5 × 13 m (18 × 42 ft).





Reliance on perspective persisted from its codification in the mid-fifteenth century through to the middle of the nineteenth century, with its basic architecture leaving room for considerable compositional variety. In Paolo Veronese’s The Feast in the House of Levi, for example, painted a century after Piero’s Flagellation, the vast scale of the composition alone – the canvas is 5.5 × 13 metres (18 × 42 ft) – almost precludes reliance on a single vanishing point. Instead, the figure groupings set within the three arches of the house’s imposing architecture each have their own organizational coherence. The central, Last Supper-like group is flat, parallel to the picture plane and corresponding to the house’s facade, which runs the width of the canvas, while those to either side have a circular interrelation between figures. The diagonals set by the staircase rails, and which partition the canvas’s surface, meet at the composition’s central point above Christ’s head. However, there is no single vanishing point; the buildings visible beyond the colonnade lead the eye to a point below Christ’s feet, while the floor’s tiling suggests a point behind his torso. Bouleau comments on this adoption of a vanishing ‘area’:




Veronese’s world is not closed – on the contrary it is vast, airy and luminous; but it never makes a hole in the wall; and this astonishing result is due to his multiple perspective – to his way of, so to speak, breaking up perspective and rendering it inoffensive.8





Almost a century later again, an internalized understanding of perspective leads the viewer of Diego Velázquez’s Las Meninas to recognize that the composition’s organizing principle lies beyond its frame altogether. Low in the centre of the canvas stands the infanta Margarita. She is surrounded by two maids (las meninas), two attendees with dwarfism and two courtiers. The left side of the painting is filled with the back of a large canvas, around the edge of which Velázquez peers towards the subjects of the painting on which he is working, who are evidently positioned in the spot from which we are looking at the maids. Those subjects, King Philip IV and Queen Mariana, are reflected in the mirror on the far wall of the hall. While Philip and Mariana are not themselves in the painting, whatever kind of work we take it to be – a portrait of the infanta, a self-portrait of the artist, a group portrait of royalty and courtiers – all of these options are made possible only through the power and patronage of the king.


Our task in addressing the topic of composition today is less to revisit and redo earlier investigations than to consider the impact the convulsive and far-reaching changes of the modern period has on our understanding of what the term might mean. How has the matter of composition been affected by mass industrialization and technological advance? What has it made possible and, in turn, what impositions has it placed upon artists? Equally, how have the force of these broader changes, opportunities and challenges been revealed in and through the structure of modern and contemporary works of art?


In questions of judgement, Pliny made much of competition between artists. Is it Protogenes or Apelles who can mark the most delicate outline? Is it Zeuxis or Parrhasius who can produce the most compelling illusion? That it is Apelles and Parrhasius who are deemed to have triumphed in these contests is less important than the aspects of composition in question, which remain central to the practice and analysis of painting. Alberti saw painting as comprised of three elements: circumscription, composition and reception of light. Circumscription must be delicate, because too apparent a line will ‘not indicate a margin of a plane but a neat cleavage’.9 Composition brings together the various planes of a figure in proper relation to one another, and the third aspect allows the addition of light and shadow to fully model its form. This analysis is as helpful when looking at a painting by, for example, the French post-impressionist artist Paul Cézanne, as it is one by the Italian Renaissance painter Masaccio.
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Diego Velázquez, Las Meninas, 1656. Oil on canvas, 320.5 × 281.5 cm (126 × 111 in).





‘Composition’, wrote Alberti, ‘is that rule of painting by which the parts of things seen fit together in the painting.’10 However, far from amassing those parts into a monument to skill and artifice, it was more important that the artist’s ambition should be to create a convincing sense of a populated world in which events happen and ideas circulate:




The greatest work of the painter is not a colossus, but an istoria [narrative painting]. Istoria gives greater renown to the intellect than any colossus. Bodies are part of the istoria, members are parts of the bodies, planes part of the members.11





The ground was already being laid for the hierarchy of painting styles that would become embedded in academic teaching of the following centuries. Of highest importance would be history painting – the representation of historical events, and of religious and mythological themes – below in rank would be portraits, and lower still, genre painting of domestic scenes and other mundane topics. Of these, only history paintings were deemed capable of representing the best of human virtues and ideals.


Those painting styles did not cease to have relevance after the middle of the nineteenth century, albeit that sense of a hierarchy did lose its purchase. What, then, is new? Pliny, writing in the first century CE, mentioned monochrome painting, the beauty of a panel that is entirely white except for the most delicate line, the use of chance – a sponge thrown at a panel – as a means to produce the most realistic effect, the significance of illusion, and the problem of representing spatial depth on a flat surface.12 He also noted that the compositional innovation of the self-portrait was made by a woman, Iaia of Cyzicus, and that, despite her talent, it was not her work but that of men which filled the galleries.13 So many issues that we have considered so important in art of the modern period were already of concern two thousand years ago. So, again, what is new?


The American poet and writer Gertrude Stein would answer the question with characteristic succinctness in her lecture, ‘Composition as Explanation’:




The only thing that is different from one time to another is what is seen and what is seen depends upon how everybody is doing everything.14





This book is an examination of that one different thing identified by Stein. It explores how what is seen is less a simple matter of what we find in front of our eyes than of how changing circumstances enable certain things to become visible to us and, in turn, of how that visibility affects the perception of what is possible in the composing of an artwork. Above all else, a key factor for visual art since the mid-nineteenth century has been the development of new ways of picturing the world. In the first, analogue phase, the invention of photography and then film, the appearance of mass printing, and the possibility of adopting hitherto inaccessible viewpoints served radically to unsettle the accepted compositional norms. How might the considered structuring of a scene in the quiet of the studio do due justice to the view from the Eiffel Tower or a Chicago skyscraper, or how might it adequately capture the fleeting and ever-changing sight caught from the window of a steam train, motor car or, shortly thereafter, from the cockpit of an aeroplane? These developments were bound up with and a part of sociopolitical shifts and a growing globalism in commerce and conflict, all of which has affected how we can think about composition.


Subsequent to that analogue phase through the second half of the nineteenth century and the first half of the twentieth, which included radio, telephone and television as well as those technologies already mentioned, there came a digital phase witnessing a vast increase in our capacity to take, store, retrieve and manipulate imagery and other information. There has also been a concomitant expansion of the forms through which art manifests itself. Not only painting and sculpture, but photography, video, installation, performance and much else, too. How can the matter of composition figure in our consideration of such diversity of form? To attempt a treatment of this entire field would be cumbersome, diffuse and require a too-severe editing of pertinent material. For this reason, this book concentrates primarily on the question of the frame, of what is organized within its confines, of how its placement in front of the eye can bring order to what would otherwise appear to be random happenstance, and of how its limits are challenged, expanded and even dissolved. For the most part the frame bounds a flat area – a canvas, a photograph, a monitor screen – but over the period of time covered in this book, it has come to be seen in other ways. Instead of defining the limits of an individual artwork, it can be understood as the rules and procedures of the museum or gallery in which it is shown, or the structuring confines of a market or of the social or political system that supports or hinders its production and display.


The book is divided into four sections. In the main, subjects in the book as a whole are viewed chronologically. In some instances, however, it seemed that a more coherent narrative could be developed by keeping the focus on a particular compositional approach across time. This is the case in the treatment of collage in Chapter II, and some of the different strands of abstraction in the Chapter III. The book’s beginning in the middle of the nineteenth century is at a point at which we can find in both word and action the recognition of a need to break with tradition. Paris in 1863 saw the publication of poet and critic Charles Baudelaire’s essay ‘The Painter of Modern Life’, in which he first articulated a theory of modernity, that experience of an ever-changing industrialized urban environment that must now find its expression in art.15 In that same year, a group of those whose works were rejected by the jury of the official Paris Salon, including Gustave Courbet, Édouard Manet and Cézanne, mounted their own exhibition, the first Salon des Refusés. Secessionist groups in Germany and Austria soon followed, signalling a widespread refusal to be bound by the rules and expectations of the academy. Those rules, imposing adherence to a hierarchy of styles, and assuming without question the desirability of naturalistic representation, were increasingly unable to accommodate the expressive demands of the modern experience. Scientific research in all areas, not least the human body itself – how it worked, physiologically and psychologically – had an impact. Experiments into the physiology of vision influence the approach to painting, just as enquiry into the workings of the mind brings the importance of the world of the imagination increasingly to the fore.
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Claude Monet, La Gare Saint-Lazare, 1877.





Chapter II considers aspects of works largely made in the first half of the twentieth century. Faced with an everyday reality physically and psychically scarred by the savage impact of the First World War, there was an exploration of the subconscious mind as a freely active creative resource. A rational order that precipitated slaughter was met with composition built through chance and random procedures. The New Woman – an urban inhabitant newly at liberty to find employment, live with a degree of relative independence, and to vote – was actively present as a producer of art in a field with a population that was overwhelmingly male, and that had standards of judgement and educational structures controlled by men. Efforts to free the creative impulse saw the promotion of situations in which expectations of normal, ‘civilized’ behaviour were deemed not to hold sway. A necessary naiveté of approach due to lack of formal art education was one such. Chief among them, however, was an attachment to the idea of non-Western cultures as ‘primitive’, and thus precisely the places in which to search for more honest, direct and forceful artistic forms. The colonialist mindset that undervalued non-Western art while appropriating it for its own ends was a persistent shaping force in modern art.


What is seen is less a simple matter of what we find in front of our eyes than of how changing circumstances enable certain things to become visible to us.
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Cao Fei, RMB City: A Second Life City Planning, 2007.





The third chapter concentrates on abstraction or non-representation, one of the major features in the art of the last century. Appearing in its first decade, it too was a part of the effort to give shape to imagined alternatives to the pervasive frenzy of the modern experience. Some who moved towards abstraction were influenced by ideas such as those of theosophy, which pointed to contemporary scientific and technological research in support of a belief in a spirit world. With the advent of abstraction, the perspectival rendering of three-dimensional space that had been familiar for so long begins lose its grip. Writing on abstract painting in the 1950s, the American critic Clement Greenberg summarized the history of art since the Renaissance, the advent of abstraction in the modern era and the disappearance of illusionistic space in a few brief sentences:




From Giotto to Courbet, the painter’s first task had been to hollow out an illusion of three-dimensional space on a flat surface. One looked through this surface as through a proscenium into a stage. Modernism has rendered this stage shallower and shallower until now its backdrop has become the same as its curtain, which has now become all that the painter has left to work on … This spatial illusion or rather the sense of it, is what we may miss even more than we do the images that used to fill it.16





Greenberg’s narrative is compelling, not least because it is so simple. But we must be wary. Explanations that follow straight lines are seductive: after A, there is B, C follows, and so on until we arrive at where we are, or where we think we are. The danger, always, is to allow the apparent inexorability of the single path to let other routes be ignored and for things that don’t seem to fit be thought of as subsidiary to the main story rather than factors that significantly expand the field under discussion. This is certainly true in the case of artists from newly independent countries of the former European empires, whose approaches constitute major contributions to our sense of the potential in abstraction.


The fourth and final chapter moves from the period following the Second World War into the twenty-first century. In the 1960s, art historian Leo Steinberg wrote about the advent of a new kind of picture surface. Up until then, the plane of the canvas had performed the familiar triple function: it was a window onto the space behind it, a mirror reflecting the space in front of it, and a physical surface upon and across which pigment could be distributed and arranged. As we might expect, Steinberg’s example of a painting in which all three of these roles are clearly evident in equal measure is Velázquez’s Las Meninas.17 While it was possible for an individual artwork to concentrate on one or other of these three functions, more or less to the exclusion of the other two, no painting from the Renaissance through to abstract expressionism had superseded the need for them altogether.


This new kind of surface identified by Steinberg went beyond the primacy of focus accorded to the flat plane of the canvas seen in works by Piet Mondrian and other examples of abstraction. Steinberg called it the ‘flatbed plane’, likening it to the hard surface upon which a wide variety of material from disparate sources can be brought together and arranged as part of the printing process. The appearance of the ‘flatbed’, wrote Steinberg, marks ‘a change within painting that changed the relationship between artist and image, image and viewer’.18 Steinberg’s essay is called ‘Other Criteria’, an indication that the yardsticks by which art had hitherto been made and assessed were ceasing to maintain their authority. He described this new kind of work as postmodern, in recognition of the fact that the precepts that had guided the innovations in art from Baudelaire’s first definitions of modernity up to abstract expressionism were now exhausted. One key aspect of Steinberg’s term, flatbed plane, is that it acknowledges the intrusion into the ‘refined’ realm of fine art of a process as unrefined as commercial printing. Lawrence Alloway, a key figure in British pop art, commented favourably on this intrusion in a 1958 essay:




Our definition of culture is being stretched beyond the fine art limits imposed on it by Renaissance theory, and refers now, increasingly, to the whole complex of human activities. Within this definition, rejection of the mass produced arts is not, as critics think, a defence of culture but an attack on it. The new role for the academic is keeper of the flame; the new role for the fine arts is to be one of the possible forms of communication in an expanding framework that also includes the mass arts.19





In its use of the objects and images of ordinary life – Roy Lichtenstein’s comic books, Andy Warhol’s soup cans and Brillo boxes, James Rosenquist’s tinned spaghetti and other advertising imagery – and its adoption of the commercial processes by which this material was produced, pop art presented a profound challenge to established critical ideas. However, this was only a part of the change we encountered in the latter part of the twentieth century, at that transition from what was the modern into what is the contemporary period (this period being a relative and ever-moving position). In this moment, we can identify two problems. First, how to think of painting in the new, postmodern context, and second, how to rethink the idea of what might constitute a frame adequate to the presentation of any new composition. Conceptual artist Joseph Kosuth addressed the first problem in his 1969 essay ‘Art After Philosophy’:




Being an artist now means to question the nature of art. If one is questioning the nature of painting, one cannot be questioning the nature of art. If an artist accepts painting (or sculpture) he is accepting the tradition that goes with it. That’s because the word art is general and the word painting is specific. Painting is a kind of art. If you make paintings you are already accepting (not questioning) the nature of art. One is then accepting the nature of art to be the European tradition of a painting-sculpture dichotomy.20





There will always be painting, but in a field that is now enlarged to include film, photography, video, performance and much else, it can no longer claim to be the activity which, in and of itself, defines and guarantees what art is. By extension, the relationship of terms in our enquiry must also change. Up until this point, it has been possible to ask the question: how has this work of art been composed? Now, the question has become: how is the work of art constituted through this composition? French philosopher Jean-François Lyotard discussed postmodernism as a crisis of legitimation.21 By what criteria might we decide upon the value and legitimacy of a work, especially when, as Australian art historian and critic Terry Smith has observed, it is no longer possible to identify a centre to the art world in the way once provided by Paris and subsequently New York:




Unlike the great art styles of the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, these changes from modern to contemporary art were not a monopolising phenomenon that spread outwards from a predominant centre. Rather, they occurred at different times and in distinctive ways in each cultural region and in each art-producing locality.22





This culturally diverse and geographically dispersed expansion of the art world, with its associated systems of production, distribution, marketing and display, makes it all the more necessary to consider each work as its own specific instance of that changed set of relationships between artist and image, and image and viewer.







CHAPTER I: A NEW VISION
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Eadweard Muybridge, A Galloping Horse and Rider, 1878. Collotype, 24 × 31 cm (9⅜ × 12¼ in).












THE ADVENT OF MOVEMENT


The late 1870s saw the photographer Eadweard Muybridge experimenting with ways to capture bodies in motion. His patron, Leland Stanford, requested an accurate picture of his racehorse Occident when galloping. The development of a camera with a fast exposure time meant that Muybridge could set up a series of twelve cameras alongside the racetrack at Stanford’s ranch in Palo Alto, California. As the horse ran past, it broke wires connected to an electrical circuit, thus sequentially triggering the shutters. Prior to this time, artists had invariably represented a galloping horse by showing its forelegs extended in front and its rear legs straight out behind. Muybridge’s sequence of photographs allowed us to see that the horse’s legs actually moved in a quite different way.


The immediate benefit of Muybridge’s studies, which he continued into the 1880s, was that we could now understand in detail the interrelated articulation of the horse’s four limbs and recognize the inaccuracy of previous depictions. What this understanding also introduced was the deeper realization that there were things taking place in our field of vision and before our eyes that the human body’s physiological limitations left us unable to see. Once we had this knowledge, we could no longer treat the eye as a passive receiver, the retina as a screen onto which all that stands in the world before it simply falls and makes itself available to the conscious mind. The physiology of the body had to be accepted as an active agent in the context of what is seen. Each one of Muybridge’s frames showed how things were at that instant, but by the time of the next frame, the situation had altered. The limitations in what is possible for the eye to perceive, of course, are also what allows the possibility of film. The inability to distinguish between rapidly changing still images, what the French film director Jean-Luc Godard called ‘the truth, twenty-four times a second’, means that, for us, they must blur into the illusion of continuous movement.1


The German cultural critic Walter Benjamin saw the camera’s superior capability to capture the briefest of moments as opening the way into what he called the ‘optical unconscious’. The idea that such a thing exists led to, for example, the experimention with subliminal advertising in the years after the Second World War. The fact that we cannot see something does not mean that it is not there, nor, in many instances, can it hide our knowledge that it is there. The challenge for artists now was to find a way of working that could reconcile what is visible with what is known.






THE BURIAL OF ROMANTICISM


The French realist painter Gustave Courbet began painting A Burial at Ornans in 1849, the year following the revolution in France that removed King Louis Philippe and instigated the Second Republic. When it was shown at the Paris Salon of 1850, the composition, which Courbet described as ‘my beginning and my statement of principles’,1 elicited some strong negative responses. To some, it was ‘a disgraceful picture’, an ‘ignoble and impious caricature’ full of ‘ugly people’ showing that ‘it must be nauseating to be buried at Ornans’.2 To other, more sympathetic viewers it represented the ‘burial of Romanticism’.3 In order to make sense of those comments and to understand the challenging nature of Burial at Ornans, it is helpful to make comparisons with two earlier artistic responses to revolution.


There had been two revolutions in France in the sixty years prior to 1848; in 1789 and 1830. In each case, the image of the event in the popular imagination is shaped by an iconic painting: in the first instance, Jacques-Louis David’s The Death of Marat, and in the second, Eugène Delacroix’s Liberty Leading the People. David’s 1793 painting shows the radical journalist Jean-Paul Marat just after he has been murdered in his bath. Marat bathed frequently as a way to alleviate the discomfort caused by a chronic skin complaint, but in David’s depiction his skin is without blemish, his body is physically robust, and his well-toned right arm hangs down in a manner strongly reminiscent of the figure of Jesus in Michelangelo’s Pietà in St Peter’s, Rome. Marat did drape his bath in green fabric, as we see in David’s painting, and he was indeed murdered by Charlotte Corday, whose signed note of introduction is held in his lifeless hand. Yet, as much as it purports to record an event, David’s composition is fundamentally the representation of an idea.


In Courbet’s case, the revolution is the painting.


The central figure in Delacroix’s 1830 painting is a bare-breasted woman leading a crowd over a barricade upon which lie the bodies of fallen comrades. She is an emblematic figure representing the spirit of freedom shared by all those she leads; she is Marianne, the symbol of Republican France.


Regardless of their distinct styles – David’s neoclassical restraint and Delacroix’s romantic intensity – in both of these paintings we understand that the depicted scene has been composed and arranged with considerable imaginative licence to better represent more broadly the revolution and its ideals. By contrast, in Courbet’s case, the revolution is the painting.
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Gustave Courbet, A Burial at Ornans, 1849–50. Oil on canvas, 315 × 668 cm (124 × 263 in).









A REVOLUTIONARY BURIAL


A conventional arrangement for presenting the subject of a painting would organize the groups to the left and right of the canvas as both lesser than and supportive of the composition’s main central figure. We can see this in the Greek-born Spanish painter El Greco’s The Burial of the Count of Orgaz. In El Greco’s painting, the count is the central figure at the bottom, with two senior clerics bending to inter him. Other, lesser attendees at the ceremony stand to either side of the central trio, the count’s respectful courtiers stand in a line behind and, in the clouds at the top, God, Saint Peter and a host of others are waiting to welcome the count into heaven. The composition encompasses both a highly stylized and hierarchically ordered terrestrial realm, and a fully imagined heavenly kingdom.


Courbet’s composition differs radically from this approach, rejecting in the organization of the canvas the kind of reliance on social, economic and spiritual hierarchies that we can see in El Greco’s picture. In one respect, however, his composition is conventionally structured, with the canvas divided into three distinct but interrelated areas: the pallbearers and clergy to the left, the women mourners to the right, and the local dignitaries, male mourners and the grave itself in the centre.
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El Greco, The Burial of the Count of Orgaz, 1586. Oil on canvas, 480 × 360 cm (189 × 142 in).
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The person being buried in Ornans is, in fact, not seen at all; only the grave in which the deceased person has been laid and around which the mourners are gathered is visible at the bottom centre of the picture.


The characters present in Courbet’s painting all carry equal weight, forming a frieze across the entire width of the canvas. As they are standing on even ground, their heads are all at the same height. None of them is painted with greater respect or more attention to detail than any other. Only Jesus, in the form of the crucifix held aloft by one of the clergy, rises above the mourners. Unlike El Greco’s creation of the imagination, floating in the heavens, he is as physically present at the graveside as the congregation. The painting is large – 3.1 × 6.7 metres (10 × 22 ft) – dimensions that would hitherto have been associated with the treatment of grand themes and noble sentiment. What Courbet depicts is the scene at an actual burial, that of his great-uncle, and the figures shown, far from being there as representatives of timeless attributes, are real, identifiable people.


A Burial at Ornans epitomizes the search for a realism in art appropriate to a time of scientific and historical investigation into the world, the physical and psychological characteristics of the people who inhabit it, and the rapidly changing circumstances under which they live their lives. The revolution was by the people and for the people. Courbet’s composition realizes and embodies the truth of this. It features the people and it presents them as worthy of attention and respect.






THE IMPACT OF THE CAMERA


In The Painter of Modern Life, the 1863 study on the painter and illustrator Constantin Guys, French art critic Charles Baudelaire first uses the term ‘modernity’ to describe the condition of contemporary existence. Fifteen years before this, at the time Gustave Courbet was painting A Burial at Ornans, Karl Marx and Friedrich Engels had already remarked in their ‘Communist Manifesto’ how ‘all fixed, fast-frozen relations … are swept away’, how ‘all new-formed ones become antiquated before they can ossify’, and that ‘all that is solid melts into air’.1 Baudelaire saw the need for artists to recognize the centrality of this experience of transitoriness in their approach to art making, and the need for us to find it embodied in the art of the period:




By ‘modernity’ I mean the ephemeral, the fugitive, the contingent, the half of art whose other half is the eternal and the immutable.2





In an environment that saw incessant, swift change, capturing the circumstances that pertained at a given moment was at least as important as distilling many such moments in order to arrive at a more lasting truth. The new technology of the camera was of paramount importance, and its impact on composition was immense. Painting took time; figures, objects, background and setting all needed to be arranged, and that arrangement then modelled in paint on canvas. The comparison with photography was stark. In its early days, certainly, exposure times were long, but by the middle of the nineteenth century exposure was already reduced from several minutes to a matter of seconds. Development of relatively portable equipment also made it possible to move outside the studio to photograph landscapes and urban environments, where scenes were not arranged, not least because they were beyond the immediate control of the artist. Photographs taken outside the formalized set up of a studio show how the world happened to be at the moment it was taken.


The Cotton Exchange, New Orleans by French impressionist Edgar Degas evidences the strong influence of photography in its composition. The room is full of calm activity. There are a dozen or so figures present, and a sense of collective enterprise is implicit in the fact that each person is engaged in their own necessary task as part of the larger business of the exchange. The figure in the left foreground, Degas’s uncle and head of the exchange, has his back to everything else that is going on while he checks a sample of cotton. In the far right foreground, next to an over-full waste basket, a man stands at a high desk working on a ledger. His shirt sleeve is the same bright white as the new cotton being graded on the large central table. Both of these figures are ‘incomplete’: the uncle’s legs are cropped by the bottom edge, and the clerk’s hands by the right-hand edge of the canvas. In a similar way, a door frame running the length of the left-hand edge limits the visible space of the room. It is as if a snapshot has been taken. What is captured by the lens is recorded, and what falls outside its frame is not visible.


Two other people among the room’s occupants are striking. In the centre of the picture a man sits reading the newspaper. He provides a major focus for the composition, and yet he is absent from the activity in the room. His mind is elsewhere, absorbed in whatever article he is reading. The second person is to the left, leaning casually against the screen wall, watching all that’s going on around him but otherwise he remains uninvolved. He exemplifies the character of the flâneur, identified by Baudelaire in ‘The Painter of Modern Life’ as the dispassionate observer of urban existence:




For the perfect flâneur, for the passionate spectator, it is an immense joy to set up house in the heart of the multitude, amid the ebb and flow of movement, in the midst of the fugitive and the infinite. To be away from home and yet to feel oneself everywhere at home; to see the world, to be at the centre of the world, and yet to remain hidden from the world.3





The Cotton Exchange strongly indicates the influence of photography, but it is also the case that through this composition we understand a wider truth. Before the invention of photography, painting was accepted as the chief means of representing the world. From the moment of the invention of the new medium, this could no longer remain the case. Whatever painting was, and whatever it could accomplish, the activity would henceforth need to find its place in a greatly altered cultural landscape. Baudelaire acknowledged that studying the old masters might still be of help to anyone learning how to paint, but this in itself would be insufficient when faced with the task of ‘understanding the special nature of present-day beauty’:




The draperies of a Rubens or Veronese will in no way teach you how to depict moiré antique, satin à la reine or any other fabric of modern manufacture, which we see supported and hung over crinoline or starched muslin petticoat.4





As a result of what photography revealed to us about the world, we could not help but to begin to see that world differently. And because it was a different world, it placed new requirements and limits upon those who sought to represent it. The modern world demanded an equally modern painting free from outdated academic formulae. Like Baudelaire’s flâneur, our observations could no longer be made from a detached, distant viewpoint, but must necessarily occur from a more intimate, involved position. As much as we are the viewer standing in front of this painting, we are also the figure standing to one side within the scene itself, observing all that goes on around us.
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Edgar Degas, The Cotton Exchange, New Orleans, 1873. Oil on canvas, 73 cm × 92 cm (28¾ × 36¼ in).








THE NEW VISUAL ORDER


For his short film The Girl Chewing Gum (1976), the British artist John Smith set up his camera on a street corner in Dalston, east London. The action of the film simply consists of the comings and goings of the people and traffic using the street. What changes our view of these otherwise unforseeable movements, however, is Smith’s voice on the soundtrack, issuing directions as if he were orchestrating events and everyone we see has been patiently waiting off-screen for their cue to appear.


The eponymous gum-chewing girl, only fleetingly present, is just one among the many characters who enter and leave. At one point, the camera tilts upwards to show a clock on top of a nearby building, but this is apparently achieved by Smith asking everything on the set to ‘go down’. There is then a slightly erratic zoom in on the clock, which, once again, follows the direction given to it to make a series of jerky steps towards the camera. Later, the camera pans right to reveal a queue of people waiting outside a cinema, a move ostensibly achieved after the instruction to shift the entire set to the left has been issued. Gradually, the director’s voice takes on the guise of omnipotence, adding back story to those we see and imputing motive to their actions. Near the end of the film, Smith tells us that he is not, in fact, speaking from the scene, but is actually recording his voice from the edge of a field 15 miles away. The film then cuts to that location and does a 360-degree pan around the empty field while we continue to hear the sound of the street in Dalston.


Walter Benjamin wrote in his 1935 essay ‘The Work of Art in the Age of its Technological Reproducibility’ that the ‘equipment-free aspect of reality’ we witness when watching the cinema screen is in truth ‘the height of artifice’.5 Considerable resources are required to deliver the image we see, but none of this is visible to us as we watch. What we see instead is a ‘vision of immediate reality’, which appears, almost magically, as a ‘blue flower in the land of technology’. In The Girl Chewing Gum, Smith humorously uncovers the artifice, demonstrating the transformative function of the frame in imposing order and compositional sense upon what is in every other way a haphazard scene. And on this question of the frame, composer John Cage recounted a meeting with the painter Willem de Kooning:




I was with de Kooning once in a restaurant and he said, ‘If I put a frame around these bread crumbs, that isn’t art’. And what I’m saying is that it is. He was saying that it wasn’t because he connects art with his activity – he connects with himself as an artist whereas I would want art to slip out of us into the world in which we live.6
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John Smith, The Girl Chewing Gum, 1976. 16mm film, 12 min.









ATTENTION


Since the development of perspective in the fifteenth century, we have come to accept, almost to assume, that a painting offers us a view into a space that extends back from the picture surface. There may be much in that space but we are free to stand for as long as we like, and to direct our gaze towards whichever detail we choose, in the certain knowledge that the rest will wait patiently for our attention in due course. The depicted world is complete, and all of it is always available to us, the viewers.


Until the nineteenth century, the task of producing a representation of the world was always and inevitably a human one. It had to be drawn or painted or modelled. But the invention of photography, together with concurrent psychological and physiological investigation into the capabilities and limitations of the body, began to quickly disturb any certainties that might hitherto have existed, not least our acceptance of the completeness of the depicted world. How can the artist approach the task of representing a scene once we learn that the functioning of our visual apparatus and the mental activity by means of which we process what passes before our eyes greatly affects our awareness of what we see? Put simply, if we pay attention to one thing within our field of vision, we are necessarily not focusing on something else, and how a picture is put together must reflect our implicit understanding of that inescapable fact.


At first glance, In the Conservatory, by the French modernist painter Édouard Manet, has an orthodox compositional structure. Indeed, when it was first shown in Paris at the 1879 Salon, the critic Jules-Antoine Castagnary wondered if Manet had decided to begin ‘making concessions to the public’.1 Castagnary’s surprise is understandable if we compare In the Conservatory to another of Manet’s works, The Café-Concert, which was painted the same year. This painting shows a crowded scene at the Cabaret de Reichshoffen on the Boulevard Rochechouart. None of the figures are rendered in precise detail. The face of the man occupying much of the right half of the canvas, in particular, is described in a series of apparently quick, suggestive brushstrokes. The white dabs on his left upper eyelid, around that eye, curving below his right eye and on the end of his nose are picked up by his shirt cuff, the tips of his wing collar, and in the hand and collar of the woman behind. Likewise, the pale yellow of his right cheek resonates with the flowers on the hat of the seated woman at the left side of the canvas, the gold of the beer in the glasses, the brass fittings along the rear wall, the mirror frame, the chandelier reflected in it, and, in the upper centre of the canvas, two suggestive but irresolvable patches above and below the brim of the man’s hat. All of this contrasts with and is set against and around large dark areas, particularly those of the man’s jacket and hat, the piled-up hair of the standing woman and the bodice of her dress.


One striking feature of the painting is the disparate focus of attention among its characters. The man looks off to his left and, while it is conceivable that he is concentrating on the performance, the position of the singer – deduced from her reflection in the mirror – make this uncertain. His companion has downcast eyes and appears to be preoccupied with her own thoughts rather than with anything taking place in the room around her, and the drinking woman looks elsewhere again, her stance and demeanour indicating that she, too, is neither concerned with the entertainment nor with any conversation being carried on nearby.


The issue of attention and its alternatives – distraction, inattention, oversight – is of particular significance in the case of In the Conservatory. In contrast to The Café-Concert, the woman in the foreground of In the Conservatory is precisely finished, and both her clothes and her face are clearly defined. She is Madame Guillemet, proprietor of a fashionable Paris dress shop, who sits on a bench over the back of which her from behind. The composition has a series of strong horizontals, given by the bench and a number of softer diagonals suggested by the lush leaves of the foliage, the flowers and the pleats of Madame Guillemet’s outspread skirt. The front and rear bars of the bench seat, along with the lower and upper bars of its back, establish the horizontals. Above them we can trace another line along the top of the man’s forearm as it rests on the seat back, past his index finger, across the woman’s shoulders and under the pink blossoms at the left of the picture. Between this line and the upper bar of the bench, the left arms of the husband and wife describe a gentle serpentine meander between the front and rear of the bench, holding the two areas of what is already a quite shallow picture space together. Madame Guillemet’s gloved right hand is in her lap, holding her parasol while her ungloved left hand is relaxed and hangs over the seat back. The centre point of the canvas is immediately below her left thumb.
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