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Introduction



How do you write a history of art? You could try starting at the beginning, but which one? Art has many beginnings, many moments when a new idea or theme or technique suddenly gained traction. When the first sitter broke away from hundreds of years of tradition and smiled for a portrait. When an artist first decided to paint their own reflection in a mirror, or to depict a nightmare, a scream, a lover’s kiss. When it suddenly dawned on a painter how to create a convincing illusion of perspective, or when the first patron – perhaps coyly, perhaps brazenly – asked an artist for a picture of a naked woman.


These were all vital moments that changed the way paintings were made and reshaped ideas of what art was for and how to make it. This book tells the stories of how and why they happened, of the impact they made and what came next. It offers a chance to think about when and why painters and their patrons rethought their attitudes to art – about what it could or couldn’t, should or shouldn’t depict. Did these innovations reflect a sudden insight, a moment of brilliance, a pragmatic solution, or simply stem from the changing cultural and social mores of a certain moment in history? Without the precedent of that first smile, would Leonardo have made the Mona Lisa? How did Michelangelo pave the way for Banksy? Why did Georg Baselitz suddenly start to paint things upside down?


Sometimes the story is complicated. We may be looking back several hundred years. Some paintings have been lost; others, perhaps, forgotten. Sometimes, too, there are doubts about exactly when a picture was made, or how many other artists ever actually saw it. To make the project manageable, this book has had to draw some boundaries. It focuses primarily on paintings, those made over the last 700 years, starting in Europe towards the end of the Middle Ages and later expanding to America and the rest of the world as Western artists became more globally connected and absorbed inflences from other cultures. Occasionally other media, such as sculpture and photography, are discussed, especially when looking at art from the 20th century onwards, when it has become more and more common for artists to work in several formats and materials.


As well as teasing out these stories, a fascinating aspect of researching this book is the extraordinarily high quality of the firsts in nearly all our categories. Several – such as the Van Eyck self-portrait and Botticelli’s Birth of Venus – have had such an enduring impact that they have become some of the most famous images ever created, although their status as firsts is often forgotten. Others have a quieter force: the paintings of the little-known Swedish artist Hilma af Klint, who pioneered abstract art in the early 20th century; Sofonisba Anguissola’s remarkable picture of her younger sisters playing chess in 1555; and Mary Cassatt’s restrained yet radical painting of her mother reading a newspaper in 1878, which has a strong claim to being the first ever feminist painting.


Whether subtle or spectacular, the potency of these revolutionary images is perhaps not so surprising. Great artists also tend to be great innovators – they seek new ideas and themes, as well as looking for new ways to approach traditional ones. The drive to be first is a powerful one.
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FIRST



Loving Kiss


Sometime between 1303 and 1305 Giotto (c. 1267–1337) depicted a grey-haired man gathering a woman tenderly in his arms (pictured). She touches his cheek and holds the back of his head as their lips meet. The scene is part of a huge fresco on the walls of the Scrovegni Chapel in Padua, and is one of a series of episodes illustrating the life of the Virgin Mary. The two figures are Joachim and Anne – her parents – embracing outside the Golden Gate of Jerusalem. It is remarkable not only because of its extraordinary tenderness, but because it is the first example of a loving kiss in a major painting. The kiss of betrayal delivered by Judas was often illustrated (there is an example by Giotto in the same chapel). But at a time when art was so dominated by religious themes, the Bible provided few opportunities to depict a kiss of love.


In fact, the moment chosen by Giotto comes not directly from the Bible, but from Christian legend. According to the story illustrated here, Joachim and Anne are an elderly couple who have been married for 20 years but failed to have children. They are embracing to celebrate the fact that, after much earnest prayer, God has granted their wish and – miraculously – Anne has become pregnant.


Giotto’s image was echoed in many later paintings of the same scene, but it is hard to see them as anything more passionate than a loving kiss between a long-married husband and wife. It was Titian’s Venus and Mars (pictured) made more than 200 years after the Scrovegni Chapel which first injected real passion into the art of kissing. For the first time since antiquity, we see an explicitly erotic kiss between two lovers. Look at Mars’ right hand and the way he gently cradles the back of Venus’ head with his left. Look at her flushed cheeks and how her hands and arms are positioned to reflect his. They are in perfect harmony, lost in their passion for each other.
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Anne greets Joachim at the Golden Gate (detail), 1303–1305, Giotto (c. 1267–1337)
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Mars, Venus and Cupid, c. 1530, Titian (c. 1488/90–1576)
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The Birthday, 1915, Marc Chagall (1887–1985)


Titian delights in the couple’s pleasure, but he also subtly reminds us of our own voyeurism. In his other paintings of Venus’ amorous exploits, he depicts her cherubic companion, Cupid, dozing discreetly under a tree. But here Cupid flies around the couple so that he can get a better view and aim another of his love-inflaming arrows. The artist is reminding us that by looking at and enjoying the painting, we, like Cupid, are voyeurs. He emphasizes this through the lovers’ unusual pose; by positioning Mars behind Venus, Titian leaves the naked woman exposed to our gaze.


Dating the painting is complex, however. Titian most probably made the first version of the image in the 1520s, but the one that survives today may be a copy made by one of his assistants years after the original. This creates a slight uncertainty in our search for a first lover’s kiss. In the late 1530s – and so, potentially, before Titian’s picture – Michelangelo was painting the Last Judgement (pictured) on the wall of the Sistine Chapel in Rome. It’s an incredibly complex fresco with more than 300 naked figures who represent the multitudes of the living and the resurrected dead as they face Christ’s verdict. Some are cast down to eternal damnation, others swept up to heaven.


That Michelangelo should depict so many nudes in a holy chapel caused general consternation among Church conservatives at the time. But we don’t know what those objectors made of some of the figures towards the back of a swirling crowd of blessed souls on their way to heaven, high up on the right-hand side of the fresco. It’s possible they didn’t register exactly what was happening. Several couples embrace with relief and joy at their redemption. Three of these couples – all male – take things a step further and are kissing each other passionately. Michelangelo, who was gay and by now in his sixties, is, by implication, surely exonerating homosexuals from the automatic damnation that would have been expected at the time. This is a religious and political statement as well as a depiction of love and passion. And whether or not the fresco pre-dates Titian’s painting, we must register it as the first depiction of gay kisses in art.


It was another 300 years before a painting of a kiss achieved iconic status, but from the late 19th century a series of memorable images caught the public imagination. In 1859 the Spanish artist Francesco Hayez (1791–1881) captured the passionate intensity of two young lovers – this time fully clothed – locked in an embrace. It remains one of the most popular paintings in the Brera Museum in Milan. Meanwhile, in Gustav Klimt’s (1862–1918) most famous picture (The Kiss, 1889), the lovers’ lips don’t meet, the woman is kneeling and there is a vampire-like quality to the embrace.



[image: image]



Last Judgement (detail), late 1530s, Michelangelo (1475–1564) • There are three male couples kissing just above the top of the cross on the right-hand side.


By contrast, Marc Chagall’s painting The Birthday (pictured), of a couple rising to defy gravity as their lips touch, is much more evocative of the headiness of young love. It was made on his own twenty-eighth birthday during a visit to his cottage by his fiancée, Bella Rosenfeld. Her recollection of the moment – addressed to Chagall himself – begins with the frenzy of his painting: ‘Spurts of red, blue, white, black. Suddenly you tear me from the earth, you yourself take off from one foot. You rise, you stretch your limbs, you float up to the ceiling. Your head turns about and you make mine turn. You brush my ear and murmur.’


Nearly a century later, it was a graffiti kiss that helped to establish the reputation of the anonymous British artist Banksy. In 2004 he stencilled a black-and-white image, Kissing Coppers (pictured), on to the wall of a Brighton pub. It shows two uniformed policemen – still wearing their helmets – in a pose not so different from that of Giotto’s couple, but with decidedly more passionate intent. Is it designed to confirm and celebrate the liberal atmosphere of Brighton, where the homosexual community is thoroughly and openly integrated the wider society? Or is it made in mockery of a straight-laced, conservative institution that then had a reputation for homophobia (and perhaps still does)? If the latter, Banksy’s agenda is not really so different from that of Michelangelo 300 years earlier.
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Kissing Coppers, 2004, Banksy (b. 1970s)





FIRST



Joke


Why did the fly fly? Because the spider spied her. The old jokes are the best. And art has its own version of this one – only it is the fly that couldn’t fly, which is the gag. Look at this portrait of a monk (pictured), made by Petrus Christus in Bruges in 1446. It is an astonishingly lifelike painting. The detail is so fine that the hairs of his beard are picked out individually; the light and shade are so subtly evoked that the veins in his temple seem to throb; and the perspective is so convincing that his nose seems to protrude from the pictorial plane. And then, as our eyes marvel at the realism, we spot the fly squatting, as flies do, on the ledge of what looks like a frame at the bottom of the picture. We double take, duped for a moment before we recognize it for what it is: an illusionistic tour de force by the artist, what later came to be called trompe l’œil – a trick of the eye.


There has always been humour in art. Subtle digs, visual puns and even crude obscenities have crept into high-minded religious imagery and some of the most serious political portraits. For that reason, detecting a first joke might seem virtually impossible; apart from anything else, the further back you look, the harder it becomes to work out what was meant to be funny. After a few hundred years, the world might have changed so much that we simply don’t get the joke anymore. Even more likely, perhaps, we might find amusing today something that was intended to be deadly serious 400 or 500 years ago.


But there is a difference between one-off jokes inserted into a painting and the sort that catch on like today’s internet memes. That’s why Petrus’s fly is so significant. It was a sort of medieval meme, and it was a first – the first of more than 20 such fictive flies that can be found on paintings made by different artists in the Low Countries, Germany and northern Italy, between 1446 and the 1510s. International connections between artists and their patrons were very strong at the time, and it seems Petrus started a craze that quickly caught on.
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Portrait of a Carthusian Monk, 1446, Petrus Christus (1410–1475) • The fly at the bottom of the frame was the start of a new meme.


So why did he add this note of humorous trickery to what seems to be an entirely serious painting? This is, after all, the portrait of a monk. We don’t know his name, but his white robes tell us that he is of the extremely strict Carthusian order. These monks wore hair shirts, spoke only when absolutely essential, and spent most of their lives in individual cells, isolated from one another and from the world. As a result, some writers have suggested that the fly may not be a joke at all, but rather has a symbolic function. Since flies are attracted to decaying bodies, it might be a memento mori – a reminder of death. In the 15th century such reminders weren’t considered as negative as we might think today, since for the righteous, death meant salvation and eternal bliss. However, it would still be a sobering message, certainly not a joke.


But this portrait – which was made perhaps as a keepsake for the man’s parents just before he was admitted to the monastery – is also about illusions. It’s a demonstration of the artist’s ability to create an image so lifelike that it deceives the viewer, and it would be perverse to ignore the playfulness here. The humour works on at least two levels. The fly is surely a way of enhancing the illusionistic qualities of the painting, but it also distracts us; we can’t help but smile, point and look more closely when we notice it. Second, it draws our attention away from the sitter to the painted frame, where, it so happens, Petrus has inscribed his own name. It is a witty sleight of hand, to emphasize and advertise his skill as an artist.


The idea that it was meant to be funny is also supported by the fact that Petrus was probably alluding to stories of a prank played by the Florentine painter Giotto nearly 200 years earlier. The joke was part of artistic folklore and was repeated in a book published in the 1460s: ‘We also read that Giotto, while young, painted flies that fooled his master Cimabue. He thought they were alive and tried to shoo them off with a cloth.’ No such trick flies have been found in Giotto’s surviving paintings, and the story may simply be an urban legend, but whether or not it is true doesn’t really matter. It’s the idea that counts. What we can say is that Petrus was the first to revive the gag and it soon caught on.


After Petrus, the ambition of illusionistic painters grew and trompe l’œil was used regularly – although not always (see here) – for comic effect. Examples range from highly focused paintings of details and objects that appear real enough to be immediately tangible – playing cards scattered on a table, for example – to giant murals depicting an entirely fake view or a wall apparently tumbling down. Perhaps the most famous, and certainly one of the most popular trompe l’œil paintings was made by a relatively obscure Catalan painter, Pere Borrell del Caso, in 1874. Escaping Criticism (pictured) depicts a young boy apparently climbing through the picture frame with a look of amazement on his face as he emerges into the real world.
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Escaping Criticisim, 1874, Pere Borrell del Caso (1835–1910) • Borrell’s humorous painting was made nine years before the story of Pinocchio – another fantasy figure who miraculously came to life.



Subtle digs, visual puns and even crude obscenities have crept into religious imagery and some of the most serious political portraits.


Borrell never explained the title, and it remains open to interpretation. But undoubtedly it was a response to criticism from high-minded conservative painters and critics who disliked his intensely realistic style and preferred a more serious approach to art. The popularity of his painting, however, shows that while it may be important to be earnest sometimes, a good joke always goes down well and will always attract attention. One of the latest hits was Support (pictured), by the Italian artist Lorenzo Quinn. In 2017 he erected a pair of giant arms and hands emerging from the Grand Canal in Venice apparently to support a 14th-century palazzo. The temporary installation generated plenty of amusement, but Quinn’s humour was black. He was using the joke to raise awareness of the threat posed to the city by rising sea levels.
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Support, 2017, Lorenzo Quinn (b. 1966)





FIRST



Smile


This portrait by Antonello da Messina (pictured) seems a very simple, uncontroversial image, a lifelike portrait that captures a friendly, direct look. The slightest suggestion of a crease is about to break out on the left of the man’s lips, and there is just a hint of that heaviness that affects the eyelids when we smile. Today, when we are assailed by images of people beaming at us from our screens and smartphones, advertising boards and magazines, it is the most natural thing in the world. And welcome, too – a warm smile expresses confidence and openness, the impression that the majority of us enjoy projecting most.


Yet, for those who saw Antonello’s painting in the 1470s, it was the first time they had ever seen such an image. The idea of someone smiling in a portrait was unheard of; it just didn’t happen. Expressions were uniformly serious. A king, bishop or nobleman – by far the most likely figures to be depicted – might glower down at you. They might look impassive or cold or authoritarian. But they would never, ever smile. So why did this austerity suddenly end? And how did it lead, just 30 years later, to the most famous painting and the most famous smile ever made – the Mona Lisa (pictured)?


Looking back at medieval art, there are lots of grinning figures carved into stone gargoyles or irreverently populating the margins of religious manuscripts. But in the more formal world of portraits, the sitters were treated with relentless seriousness. Even though our First Joke is contained in a portrait of a monk (here), he doesn’t laugh with us; his expression remains entirely impassive.
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Portrait of a Young Man, c. 1470, Antonello da Messina (c. 1430–1479)


There are good reasons for this apparent sense-of-humour failure. Firstly, paintings were used to project the power and authority of important people or as a record of an important religious story or political event. They were not a laughing matter. It was a similar story centuries later in the early days of photography. Remember all those images of stern Victorians sitting stiffly in front of the camera? It took decades after the invention of the camera before photographs became common enough for people to relax and say ‘cheese’.


There is another key, technical reason to bear in mind. A genuine smile tends to be a fleeting thing – hard for the sitter to hold, harder still for an artist to capture in a convincing way. A painted smile too easily turns into an accidental grimace or a rictus grin. This makes Antonello’s success even more impressive. Artists in the 15th century had long apprenticeships to train them how to depict faces and bodies, materials and spaces in a convincing and pleasing way. They would learn how to capture the colour of skin and the shadow around the eyes, how to make a nose seem real and hair convincing. But when it came to a smiling face, Antonello was starting from scratch. He had no other paintings to inspire him, no training in the subtleties of that particular expression.


We will never know what inspired him to make this remarkable innovation. We don’t even know whom the portrait represents or why it was painted. Was it the artist’s idea? A request from the sitter? A happy accident, even – one of those mistakes that turn out well? What we do know is that Antonello was an extremely inventive artist who enjoyed experimenting with new ideas. He was among the first Italian artists to adopt the oil-based paints that were already being used in the north of Europe. So there is a good chance that he was the instigator or that he saw the suggestion as an interesting challenge.


Whatever the motive, that first smile seems to have struck a chord with Antonello’s patrons, who were predominantly fashionable young Italian men. Among about ten surviving portraits that he made during the 1470s, half have a smile on their face. But this wasn’t enough to create a sea change in art history. True, there are lots of examples from the golden age of Dutch art in the 17th century, when depictions of everyday jollity were particularly popular. Judith Leyster’s playful portrait of a boy and a girl with a cat (pictured) is a good example. And until the Revolution of 1789 brought the party to an abrupt halt, the hedonistic court of 18th-century France had a particular penchant for art with a light-hearted touch. Elizabeth Vigiée Le Brun, who was a favourite painter of the queen Marie Antoinette, was especially deft at conjuring up smiling, whimsical portraits, such as the picture on here. But over the longer history of art, such portraits did not become a major vogue, and smiles remain relatively unusual even today. The vast majority of sitters and artists have always preferred the straight, serious look.
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Mona Lisa, 1503, Leonardo da Vinci (1452–1519) • Her mysterious smile is a visual pun on her name.
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A Boy and a Girl with a Cat and an Eel, c. 1635, Judith Leyster (1609–1660) • Smiling was probably more common in 17th-century Dutch painting than during any other era in the history of art.


What does seem to have appealed to Antonello’s contemporaries, however, is the way that, when convincingly depicted, the flicker of a smile can bring a portrait to life. And it seems to be this idea – that you could do more than simply produce a good likeness, and also make the sitter seem as though they are alive and thinking – that appealed to a young man who had just finished his apprenticeship in Florence when Antonello made that first smiling portrait. There is no direct evidence that Leonardo Da Vinci ever met Antonello or saw any of his paintings. But Antonello was working all over Italy during the 1470s, so Leonardo would have heard of his work and almost certainly saw at least one portrait by him.


Whatever the inspiration, Leonardo started to experiment with smiles about eight years after Antonello’s breakthrough. The first painting he made after he had completed his apprenticeship depicts Mary grinning at the baby Jesus in a charming, if rather toothless, way, and is very probably also the first image ever made of the Virgin smiling at Christ. Several of his later paintings also show smiling figures, but none more famously than the Mona Lisa (1503; pictured). This portrait was the happiest of commissions for an artist so fascinated by the idea of a smiling face. Mona (Lady) Lisa was the wife of Francesco del Giocondo, a wealthy Florentine merchant. So, in conjuring up that mysterious smile, Leonardo was also making a jokey pun – La Gioconda, which, in Italian, means ‘The Cheerful Lady’.


He had to work at it, though. The 16th-century historian Giorgio Vasari, who wrote the first biography of Leonardo, said: ‘while he was painting her portrait, he retained those who played or sang, and continually jested, who would make her to remain merry, in order to take away that melancholy which painters are often wont to give to their portraits.’ That reads like an urban myth, but it illustrates the challenge – for both artist and sitter – of creating and capturing a genuine smile.
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