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  Introduction




  Art is one of the most important and useful expressions of human civilization. Works of art reflect the creativity, skill, and talent of individuals and of entire cultures; art

  provides sources of beauty, of intellectual challenge, of change and development, and of formal, analytic perception. Like the ability to read and write, the arts distinguish the human race from

  the other species that populate the earth, and the categories of art, as well as the ideas that inspire them, are numerous. This book deals with the major visual arts – pictures, sculptures,

  and buildings – and more recent art forms such as installation. It also incorporates the ideas of artists, occasionally reinforcing them with direct quotations from artists themselves.

  Artistic themes, some that are universal and found throughout the world, and others that may be specific to a particular culture or to a particular time in history, are threaded throughout the

  text.




  Works of art are reflections of the artists who produce works and thus can provide a window onto the character of an individual artist as well as onto the creative process. As a lens through

  which to view a culture, works of art are invaluable. What, for example, do the cave paintings tell us about prehistoric people? What does a colossal pyramid tell us about ancient Egypt? What do

  the human scale and idealized forms of most Classical Greek sculptures tell us about fifth-century BC Greece? How did Classical Greece become a foundation of Western

  civilization? Why does the Classical tradition persist to the present day? Why do some cultures produce portraits, landscapes, and still lifes, whereas others do not? How do works of art reinforce

  the power of rulers? What do they tell us about the religious beliefs and practices of certain cultures? These and other questions can be raised and often answered by studying art and its

  history.




  In a beginner’s guide, it is possible to cover only a few of the ways in which viewers can approach the vast subject of art, and what they can teach us about ourselves, our history, and

  our culture. The creation of art, like new scientific inventions, requires analytic independent thinking and foresight, and so it is often the case that artists sense certain truths before they

  become clear to most people. For example, the imagery of many German artists working between 1900 and 1939 indicates that they understood the inevitability of World War I and World War II before

  the general public realized what would happen.




  Since the greatest works of art often reflect the fact that an artist may be more attuned to his or her cultural ambience (the zeitgeist) than the viewing public, they have frequently

  aroused controversy. In so doing, reactions to works of art are sometimes heated, ranging from perplexity and outright rage to acts of vandalism. The proverbial ‘my six-year-old could paint

  that’ reflects a misunderstanding of what is new and unfamiliar, especially as regards abstraction; but objections to imagery can also be aroused for political, religious, and even delusional

  reasons. Since imagery can exert a powerful force on viewers, whether it evokes appreciation, misunderstanding, or rage, it is important to know how to read an image as well as how to evaluate

  one’s response to it.




  The visual arts constitute a kind of language, a means of communicating within generations as well as between the past and the present. Understanding that language requires several levels of

  approach to a work of art. One can approach an image, a building, or an installation formally – that is, in terms of its formal elements: line, shape, space, color, light, and dark –

  and consider its aesthetic impact on the viewer. Formal elements constitute style, which consists of similarities that make up a distinct group of works. The narrative meaning contained in a work

  can be discerned from its context and history, as well as by grasping the message contained within it. Being able to ‘read’ and interpret the imagery of a work can reveal its meaning on

  more than one level; it can provide us with the underlying symbolic message that the artist is trying to convey. Reinforcing the various levels of meaning in a work is the process by which a work

  is made and what it is made of; sometimes the very material of a work contributes to its meaning. For example, in the ancient world stone denoted power and stability because it was likely to last

  longer than lighter-weight materials, and as a result, stone was often the preferred material for representing royal figures and gods. But in the case of the twentieth- and twenty-first-century

  temporary environmental installations of Christo and Jeanne-Claude, the materials are recyclable and the sites are always returned to their original condition.




  All major civilizations have produced a history of art, in which form and content evolve over time. This book will focus on only one art-historical narrative, that of Western art – though

  by no means is it the only narrative. At some points in Western history art has been influenced by the art of other cultures, especially as the result of travel, trade, and diplomatic contact

  between nations. When these cross-cultural influences can be demonstrated, they are briefly described to remind readers that other art-historical narratives do exist.




  Philosophers, critics, artists, poets, historians, and others have tried over the centuries to define art. But despite the crucial importance of works of art in the history of human

  civilization, it has proved difficult to produce a consensus on just what art is. Attempts to define art, from Plato to the present, are influenced by the personal bias, aesthetic preference, and

  cultural context of the viewer. Perhaps all would agree, however, that works of art are created to express something, whether one likes it or not, and that such expression contributes to our

  understanding of ourselves and our history.
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  What is art?




  The answer to the question ‘What is art?’ is both simple and complex. As we will see, attempts to define traditional art have been difficult enough, but

  today’s discussions also have to deal with the enormous variety of new art categories. Traditional categories include pictures (two-dimensional images), sculptures

  (three-dimensional images), and architecture (the art and science of building for human use). More recent categories, beginning in the twentieth century, include ‘found objects’,

  performance art, environmental art, earth art, body art, video and digital art, and in our rapidly changing world newer categories are continually being developed. There are also many subcategories

  of art – children’s art, outsider art, graffiti art, folk art, naïve and self-taught art, good art and bad art, offensive art, beautiful art, challenging art, frightening art,

  religious art, political art. When someone asks ‘But is it art?’ he or she usually means ‘Is it good art?’ or ‘Is it great art?’ Such questions

  raise the issue of aesthetics, that is, the quality of beauty conveyed by a work of art.




  The nature of art has been a vexing question for centuries, and it has been discussed by artists, poets, philosophers, and others. Their views have given us insight into the creative process,

  but they have not produced a universally accepted definition of art. In nineteenth-century France, the poet and critic Charles Baudelaire proposed the following definition of artistic genius:

  ‘childhood recovered at will – a childhood now equipped for self-expression, with manhood’s capacities and a power of analysis that enables it to order the mass of raw material

  that it has involuntarily accumulated’.1 Instead of giving a definition of art as static, Baudelaire has described a dynamic creative process, which is appropriate in so far as the

  making of art is, in fact, an ongoing activity.




  Baudelaire is not alone in approaching art as a process. In 1936, the German Expressionist painter Oskar Kokoschka posed and replied to the question ‘What is Art?’ ‘It is

  not’, he said, ‘an asset in the stock-exchange sense, but a man’s timid attempt to repeat the miracle that the simplest peasant girl is capable of at anytime, that of magically

  producing life out of nothing’.2 In 1948, the German-born American Abstract Expressionist painter Hans Hofmann defined a work of art as ‘a world in itself reflecting senses

  and emotions of the artist’s world’.3 In the mid-twentieth century, the French artist Henri Matisse asserted that an artist’s true function is creation, which begins

  with vision. The artist, according to Matisse, ‘has to look at life as he did when he was a child, and, if he loses that faculty, he cannot express himself in an original, that is, a personal

  way.’4 All of these statements describe a process rather than a finished product called ‘art’, speaking instead to the act of creating works of art.




  Some definitions assume that visual images replicate the real world and are recognizable. Others, especially since the early decades of the twentieth century, take into account non-figurative

  abstraction, in which familiar forms are not recognizable. But most definitions assert that a work of art is expressive in some way, whether the image is recognizable or not. That

  expressiveness communicates to viewers and reflects the artist and culture that produced it.




  One could argue that there can be no definition of art, since it is in a continual state of change and development. The subject matter of art, its materials and contexts, and the ideas that

  inspire it, are infinitely varied and open, adding to the difficulty of pinning down a definition of art. As the twentieth-century American graphic designer Milton Glaser tersely stated in one of

  his posters, one could simply say: Art Is. Slightly less concise, but no more informative, the Conceptual artist Joseph Kosuth declared in 1966 that ‘Art is the definition of

  art’.5




  For more help we turn to some philosophers, who have addressed the interpretation and evaluation of art as well as its definition.




  Art as imitation




  For the ancient Greek philosopher Plato (428–347 BC), in Book 10 of The Republic, art is mimesis (roughly translated as

  ‘imitation’). But because art (in particular, painting) is a copy and not the real thing, Plato did not consider art useful. You can’t smoke the image of a pipe or sleep in the

  image of a bed. (He did not discuss architecture, which typically is useful.) Plato’s term techne refers to the technique or skill of the person who makes the useful, actual

  thing – but he distinguished that from art. He believed in the existence of a timeless, unchanging world of ideas, the forms of things that exist in the physical world. The ‘real’

  bed is the form that exists timelessly. The bed you sleep on is a copy or an example of the real bed. A painted bed is even farther from the truth than the real bed – and in Plato’s

  view is dangerous because of that distance.




  In 1928, the Belgian artist René Magritte painted his famous The Betrayal of Images (Figure 1), which seems to speak to Plato’s argument. At first glance it is a

  straightforward, convincing representation of a pipe. Below the image, however, Magritte has written ‘This is not a pipe’ (Ceci n’est pas une pipe), as if to remind viewers

  that what is painted is not the real thing – that a space separates art and reality. The ‘betrayal’ of the title is consistent with Plato’s notion that such an image can be

  dangerous. To Plato, essential truth and beauty reside only in the realm of ideas and actual works of art are a danger to society. Since art (along with poetry and music) can incite dangerous

  passions, Plato banished artists, poets, and musicians (although he did allow martial music) from the Republic – his ideal state ruled by philosopher kings.
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    Figure 1 René Magritte, The Betrayal of Images, 1928, oil on canvas, 23½ x 28½ in. (55 x 72 cm). Los Angeles County Museum of

    Art, California. (© Christie’s Images/Corbis)


  




  The early twentieth-century Romanian artist Constantin Brancusi believed his sculptures represent the ‘essence’ of things – an approach that seems to be consistent with

  Plato’s ideal forms, though Brancusi was not necessarily influenced by Plato’s philosophy. Brancusi’s marble sculpture of 1912 entitled Mlle. Pogany, for example, was for

  him the essence of the Hungarian woman, Margit Pogany, whom he met in Paris and of whom he made portraits in bronze as well as in marble (Figure 2). Brancusi detached the hands from the body

  and showed Mlle. Pogany resting them against her cheek. He emphasized her large eyes, and gave her a slim nose and mouth. To some viewers, Brancusi was an ‘abstract’ artist, but

  Brancusi regarded such observers as ‘imbeciles’ who failed to recognize the essential truth of his images.6
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    Figure 2 Constantin Brancusi, Mlle. Pogany Version I, 1912, white marble; limestone base, 17½ in. (44.8 cm) high. Private collection.

    © Artists Rights Society (ARS), New York/ADAGP, Paris. (Image: © Institute of Contemporary Art / Corbis)


  




  Art as form




  In the Poetics, Plato’s student Aristotle (384–322 BC) identified form as the quality to which a viewer responds in a work of visual

  art. Form, by his definition, was produced by the artist’s control of material and his ability to capture the essence of a thing – much as Brancusi aimed to do. Distinct from Plato, for

  Aristotle the essence of a thing is immanent in the thing, and can be conveyed by material, by form, and by the physical skill (techne) of the artist. Consequently there was no loss inherent

  in artistic representation, and so none of the danger that Plato saw. For Plato, the essence of a thing exists only in the realm of ideas and is independent of the thing itself. There is, for

  example, the form Man, the men and women who exist in the physical world and who are copies of the form, and paintings of men and women. The paintings are nothing but copies of copies of the form.

  They are dangerous because they lead the viewers too far from the ideal form of the painted thing. For each philosopher – Plato an idealist and Aristotle an empiricist – his bias

  dictates his view of what art is.




  The scale of an image, according to Aristotle, should be appropriate, conveying a sense of unity and wholeness, so that viewers respond to the significance of a perfectly understood geometric

  form. Thus, a figure or object should not be too small to be easily comprehended or so large that it cannot readily be seen as a whole. Aristotle thought that the parts of any figure must be

  proportional; they must have summetria, roughly translated as symmetry.




  Aristotle believed that a good work of art was capable of imparting knowledge, and expanding our experience and understanding of the natural world. The more such a work provides a convincing

  imitation of the real world, the more it delights the viewer. An interesting confirmation of this view can be seen in popular reactions to certain works of Photo-Realism and Super-Realism –

  mid-to-late twentieth-century styles that are particularly true to life (e.g. Figure 3). Such works generally do delight viewers, especially when they realize that they have been

  fooled into mistaking a work of art for the real thing.
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    Figure 3 Duane Hanson, Policeman, 1993, autobody filler, fiberglass and paint with accessories. 72 x 17.9 x 15 in. (183 x 45.4 x 38 cm). Estate of

    Duane Hanson/VAGA, New York. (Image: © Christie’s Images / Corbis)


  




  In the Physics Aristotle discussed the causes of things, a theory which was to have a major influence on Western aesthetic philosophy. He said that everything has four causes – a

  material cause, an efficient cause, a formal cause, and a final cause – and that to know a thing completely one must know its four causes. In art, the material cause is the medium, such as

  the bronze, marble, or paint with which a work is made. The efficient cause is the transformative activity of the artist in giving shape to an unformed material. The formal cause is the form or

  essence of the work. The final cause is the reason the work is made.




  Both Aristotle and Plato were writing about figurative art – art that consists of recognizable images rather than abstraction. The viewer’s response is thus informed by the

  appearance of the represented thing in the real world. Citing the example of a portrait (a likeness), Aristotle claimed that if viewers take pleasure in looking at the actual person, then

  they will also take pleasure in looking at the portrait. Like the author of a tragedy, the good painter will represent people as better than they are. Arguing for figurative over non-figurative

  art, Aristotle asserted that a surface smeared with color will not produce as much pleasure as a form clearly outlined in plain black and white.




  Art as object




  The eighteenth-century German philosopher Immanuel Kant (1724–1804), in his 1790 Critique of Judgment, asserted that to qualify as art an image must be endowed

  with the imaginative powers of the artist and, at the same time, evoke an imaginative response from the viewer, thus creating a kind of harmonious ‘dialogue’ between them. Like Plato

  and Aristotle, Kant assumed art to be figurative and with a recognizable subject matter. But he also considered whether the work was ‘beautiful’, a quality he believed to be dependent

  on the genius of the artist. He believed that art has moral as well as aesthetic levels of meaning, which stimulate the mind, are original and contain the spirit of genius, and are distinct from

  nature. From this argument Kant distinguished what became known in the eighteenth century as ‘fine art’ from merely ‘pleasing art’, which may be entertaining and decorative

  but which is not endowed with the spirit of genius – and consequently does not contain expressive ideas or moral qualities. A good work of art, according to Kant, produces a harmonious

  synthesis of form and content.




  For Georg Wilhelm Friedrich Hegel (1770–1831) the main purpose of art was to expand self-knowledge and understanding of the world.7 The value of art for Hegel, as for Aristotle,

  resides in its ability to convey truth. Like Kant, Hegel asserted that art evokes imagination and comprehension through beautiful form and evocative content.




  Art history had come into its own as a separate discipline around 1800, and consequently Hegel’s discussions of art began to take account of historical context and the importance of the

  physical reality of the material of art. In his view, a work of art is not only imbued with aesthetic and spiritual quality, but is also an artifact reflecting a particular period of history and a

  cultural context. Hegel identified three major historical eras – ancient Egypt, which he called the Symbolic; fourth-century-BC Greece; and the Christian period. Of

  these three, Hegel believed that the Greeks produced the most spiritually and physically harmonious art – especially sculpture.




  Changing approaches to art in the twentieth century




  With late nineteenth- and early twentieth-century developments in the approach to a picture’s surface, critics and philosophers began to address abstraction, first in

  Western Europe and then in the United States. The French Post-Impressionist painter Paul Cézanne was the foremost figure in this new approach to the picture surface. The two contemporary

  critics most convinced of Cézanne’s revolutionary importance were the American Roger Fry (1866–1934), who coined the term ‘Post-Impressionist’, and Clive Bell

  (1881–1964), a member of the Bloomsbury Group in England. Both Fry and Bell considered Cézanne to be the most perfect painter, ushering in a new artistic era. Fry was instrumental in

  promoting Post-Impressionist artists, and having them exhibited and accepted in London; and Bell coined the phrase ‘significant form’ to express his notion of the quality that defines

  art. In Bell’s view, subject matter takes a back seat to form, and form, if it is significant, is the content of art.




  The idea of form as content became a prominent feature of twentieth-century art criticism and philosophy of art, consistent with the trend towards non-figurative abstraction. The American

  champion of abstraction (especially Abstract Expressionism, which developed in New York from the 1940s on) was the art critic Clement Greenberg (1909–94), who opposed Plato’s idea of

  art as mimesis. For Greenberg, modern abstract art had achieved a new purity: it was no longer about creating recognizable images such as Magritte’s pipe, but about the actual space of

  a picture. This included its surface (e.g. canvas, paper, or a wall) and its material (e.g. paint, ink, crayon). Narrative subject matter had given way to the forms and processes of art. The

  picture surface was no longer conceived of as the fourth wall of a stage or a window through which one views the world, but became the equivalent of a curtain pulled across a stage. In other words,

  as Greenberg wrote in 1961, ‘Pictorial space has lost its “inside” and become all “outside”.’8




  The seminal American-born artist among the Abstract Expressionists was Jackson Pollock, who is best known for his dynamic drip paintings – hence his occasional nickname, ‘Jack the

  Dripper’. Pollock typically placed a canvas on the ground and dripped housepainter’s paint in a circular motion from a stick, thereby creating vivid images of energetic, rhythmic motion

  (Plate 1). Pollock did not use traditional perspective systems to create the illusion of depth; instead he focused the viewer’s attention on the activity of the paint on the surface of

  the painting. The visible paint action in the finished image forces viewers to be aware of the artist’s creative process in producing the work of art.




  As styles evolved beyond Abstract Expressionism, radical changes emerged with increasing speed. Pop artists challenged Greenberg’s views of what art had become; in the late 1950s and early

  1960s they resumed depicting recognizable objects and figures, now taking as their subject matter everyday items and the products of mass consumerism. Conceptualists, in turn, reacted to Pop Art by

  valuing the concept or idea of art over the finished work. According to Conceptualism, notably as expressed in the writing of the American artist Sol LeWitt, the execution of a work could be

  carried out by anyone following the artist’s written instructions. The work could then be made more than once, depending on the wishes of the owner of the instructions. Therefore, LeWitt

  often (though not always) sold instructions for making a work, rather than the work itself. Minimalists departed from the focus on nature, from the dynamic brushwork of the Abstract Expressionists,

  and from the Pop Art depiction of everyday objects by creating geometric shapes and by using manufactured materials such as glass and steel instead of traditional art media. Dan Flavin made

  sculptures of fluorescent light bulbs, and Donald Judd arranged metal boxes on a floor or wall.




  Art and theory




  These twentieth-century developments opened the way for new definitions of art. In 1964, the American philosopher Arthur C. Danto (b. 1924) looked at the work entitled

  Brillo Boxes by the American Pop artist Andy Warhol in a New York gallery in 1964 and asked what the difference is to the eye between Warhol’s boxes and those on a supermarket shelf

  (Plate 2). What is the difference, that is to say, between a work of art and a mere real thing? According to Danto, it is not something that you can see; the difference lies in there being a

  background of art theory within which an object is defined as art.9 Danto believes that a work is not art by virtue of universal qualities such as beauty, significant form, imaginative

  power, or truthfulness; instead, a work becomes art when it fits a theory of art. He believed Andy Warhol’s Pop Art marked the end of the traditional art historical narrative: what was called

  art could now be almost anything.




  If one considers Danto’s views of art historically, however, they are more consistent with developments before Warhol, when the boundaries of art began to expand in the early

  twentieth century. Out of the devastation of World War I and the fragmentation of society the Dada movement emerged. Dada coalesced into an international movement at the Cabaret Voltaire in Zurich,

  and it included art forms such as film, performance, ‘found objects’, and poetry recitations. Exemplifying Danto’s notions of what makes something art is the work of the

  innovative Dada artist, Marcel Duchamp. He invented the Readymade – a manufactured object which became art by being declared as such by the artist.




  Duchamp was born in France in 1887 and emigrated to the United States early in the twentieth century. His first Readymade was created in 1915 when he purchased a shovel in a hardware store and

  entitled it In Advance of a Broken Arm. The shovel became art because the artist said it was art and gave it a title, reflecting Danto’s view that it is not the essence of a thing that

  makes it art, but rather what is added to it. However, a work is not generally considered art, Danto argues, until it has been accorded membership in the institutional art world ‘club’.

  Duchamp’s Readymades were not all immediately admitted to the club: his Fountain (Urinal), which was an actual urinal he turned upside down, dated 1917, and signed R. Mutt, was

  rejected when he submitted it to an exhibition in New York in 1917. As is often the case, it took the art world some time – and the general public even longer – to consider

  Duchamp’s works to be art.




  Art as response




  In a 1963 symposium on Pop Art, the American critic and art historian Leo Steinberg (1920–2011) addressed the issue of whether Pop Art is art from a different

  perspective.10 Steinberg noted that the question ‘Is it art?’ is ‘regularly asked of Pop Art, and that’s one of the best things about it, to be provoking this

  question’. He noted that a decade earlier the same question might have been asked about Abstract Expressionism, which at the time was new and unfamiliar and thus ‘provoked serious

  doubts as to what it was’.




  Steinberg asked whether we define art by ‘general characteristics’ or by our reaction to it. He replied by reference to Victor Hugo’s response to Baudelaire’s volume of

  poetry entitled Les Fleurs du Mal (The Flowers of Evil) – ‘You create a new shudder’. In this response, according to Steinberg, Hugo ‘summed up a system of

  aesthetics’. The artist, Steinberg concluded, does not merely create an object – or a poet a poem – but rather ‘a provocation, a particular, unique and perhaps novel

  relation with reader or viewer’.




  Art as human activity




  More recently, in the twenty-first century, the British philosopher Denis Dutton (1944–2010), like Steinberg, approached the nature of art differently from Danto. For

  Dutton art is a universal human phenomenon that helps to define what is human. Because humans naturally appreciate beauty, art contributes to the very survival of the human species. Dutton rejected

  Danto’s idea that art is a social construct. He believed instead in the innately human value of art. In his book The Art Instinct,11 Dutton defined art from an evolutionary

  point of view as an integral part of being human; and, in fact, there is no record of art being made before the appearance of our own species (Homo sapiens), for the early Neanderthals do

  not seem to have made works of art. ‘Human beings’, Dutton stated, ‘are born image-makers and image-enjoyers’.12 Instead of producing a single definition of art,

  Dutton called for a philosophy of art that treats art ‘as a field of activities, objects, and experience that appears naturally in human life’.13 To this end, Dutton

  identified several ‘characteristic features found cross-culturally in the arts’.14 In every culture and context, Dutton found that art produces pleasure and is an

  intellectual challenge. Art arouses the imagination, requires the development of technical skill, and develops powers of focus and concentration.




  The value of art




  Modern definitions of art follow the work of esteemed artists – but some artists are ignored by their contemporaries only to be posthumously honored as geniuses. A famous

  example can be seen in the changing reputation of the nineteenth-century Dutch Post-Impressionist painter Vincent van Gogh. He sold at most one painting during his lifetime and lived in poverty,

  dependent on support from his brother, Theo van Gogh, who was an art dealer in Paris.




  Although from the point of view of the nineteenth-century art market paintings by van Gogh were worthless, they brought millions of dollars in the later twentieth century. Today they are among

  the most expensive pictures in the world. The work hasn’t changed; only its valuation has. Clearly it would be risky to judge whether or not something is art based on its cost in any given

  market at any given time.




  Changing market values raise another issue – namely, forgery. If a forger creates a convincing forgery of an artist’s work, why isn’t the forgery as ‘good’ as the

  original? One answer to this is that we value original work over copies and consider the original artist to have greater talent that the copyist. Similarly, in science, we esteem the original

  inventor or discoverer more highly than scientists who copy and repeat experiments that have already been done.




  

    

      

        

          A COPY OF LA BELLE FERRONIÈRE


        


     



    


      Copies of famous works of art may not always be intended to defraud the public. Leonardo da Vinci’s portrait La Belle Ferronière, now

      in the Louvre in Paris (Figure 4), became involved in an authenticity trial in 1929. A similar picture of the same subject was offered to the Kansas City Art Institute as the original

      Leonardo for something over $250,000 (equivalent to a little more than $3,100,000 today). Joseph Duveen, a prominent art dealer, pronounced the picture a fake. The owners sued Duveen for

      libeling their ‘Leonardo’, and the case went to court. The members of the jury knew very little about art and had difficulty following the arguments. When they failed to arrive at a

      verdict, Duveen settled out of court for $60,000, a considerable sum in 1929.




      Eighty years later, in 2009, a member of the owner’s family brought the picture to the Getty Museum in California for testing. The conservators concluded that it had

      probably been painted before 1750, and admired the quality of the work. On 29 January 2010, the New York Times (Art Section, p. 21) ran the headline ‘Mona Lisa She Is Not, But

      Coveted Nonetheless’. Estimated at $500,000, the painting was auctioned by Sotheby’s for $1,500,000.




      Even though the picture was not an original Leonardo, indeed was a copy of an original Leonardo, it was highly valued for its own qualities. The original, of course, would have

      sold for a much higher price.
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    Figure 4 Leonardo da Vinci, La Belle Ferronière, 1490–6, oil on wood, 24 x 17 in. (62 x 44 cm). Musée du Louvre, Paris,

    France. (Source: The Yorck Project / Wikimedia Commons)


  




  Though we do not know the intentions of the person who painted the copy of La Belle Ferronière, most forgers hope to exploit the market value of a particular artist. Such forgers

  can be very clever: in addition to outright copies, forgers have sometimes made original works in the style of a known artist, presenting their works as ‘new discoveries’. A famous

  example of this type of fraud took place during and after World War II in Holland, when Han van Meegeren painted a Christ in the House of Emmaus and offered it for sale as an early work by

  the esteemed Dutch seventeenth-century artist Jan Vermeer. Since Vermeer’s early style was little known, van Meegeren was not forging his known mature works but rather creating works

  purporting to have been painted early on in the artist’s career.




  Van Meegeren was himself a second-rate artist, although he succeeded in fooling a number of experts who authenticated his forgeries. His intention to defraud was clear, for he signed the work

  with one of Vermeer’s signatures. Van Meegeren was aided in successfully perpetrating his fraud by the fact that most Vermeers then in Holland had been placed in hiding to protect them from

  the Nazis. This meant that they were not available for comparison with the van Meegerens. Certified by one of Holland’s leading art experts – although declared a fake by Duveen –

  and hailed as an example of Vermeer’s unknown early style, Christ in the House of Emmaus was restored, cleaned, and purchased for a large sum by the Boymans Museum in Rotterdam.




  Prior to that sale, van Meegeren had painted another supposed ‘early work’ by Vermeer, Christ and the Woman Taken in Adultery (sometimes called The Adultress), and

  signed it I.V. Meer. After the war, a unit of the Allied forces known as the Monuments Men was assigned to recovering stolen works of art. They discovered that none other than Hitler’s

  Reichsmarschall, Hermann Goering, had purchased The Adultress in 1942 for the equivalent of several million dollars at today’s prices. The Allies investigated and traced the provenance

  of the picture to van Meegeren, who claimed to have acquired it from an Italian aristocrat in need of funds. He was promptly arrested and jailed for treason – for having sold a Dutch national

  treasure to Goering. The Allies wanted more information and to obtain it they deprived van Meegeren, who by now was a serious drug addict, of morphine. Finally, to save himself from the charge of

  treason, which was a capital offense, van Meegeren shocked his captors and the art world by announcing that he, and not Vermeer, had painted the picture – along with several other purported

  seventeenth-century works.




  At first no one believed van Meegeren’s claim, and he countered by offering to paint another ‘Vermeer’ under supervision in prison. Experts then performed tests on the

  paintings, searched van Meegeren’s studio where they found evidence that he had artificially aged the works, and established that they were, in fact, forgeries. In 1947, van Meegeren was

  convicted, but he died before going to jail.




  Viewing the forgeries today, and being able to compare them with genuine Vermeers, it seems obvious that Vermeer did not paint them. And it is hard to believe that experts at the time would have

  authenticated them. They were duped by a wish to be convinced, by financial gain, by a certain amount of nationalism, and by the failure to check the provenances and perform tests on the works. One

  characteristic of forgeries is that even though many no doubt escape detection, they often do not hold up over time. As with van Gogh, what one generation sees and values in a body of work may not

  be what a later generation sees and values.




  ‘Is it art?’ goes to court




  The trial of Han van Meegeren was not only about fraud and forgery; it also highlighted the difficulty of determining what art is – or at least what good art is. Two

  other notorious court cases revolved around other aspects of the question ‘What is art?’ in the nineteenth century – the libel trial of 1878 between the reigning English art

  critic John Ruskin and the American Impressionist painter James Abbott McNeill Whistler, who lived in London, and the 1927 trial Brancusi v. United States, in New York.




  During the course of the nineteenth century in Western Europe, a series of styles developed that challenged accepted views of what art is. The libel trial between Whistler and Ruskin exemplified

  the struggle for primacy between the English Realist style produced by the Pre-Raphaelite group formed in 1848 and the newer Impressionist style.




  As a champion of the Pre-Raphaelites, Ruskin had used his influence as a critic and helped to establish an appreciation of their work. When in 1877 he first saw Whistler’s painting of

  fireworks on the Thames, Nocturne in Black and Gold: The Falling Rocket (Plate 3) in a London art gallery, Ruskin was outraged. The dealer, he said, should not exhibit such works

  ‘in which the ill-educated conceit of the artist so nearly approached the aspect of wilful [sic] imposture. I have seen, and heard’, he declared, ‘much of Cockney impudence before

  now; but never expected to hear a coxcomb ask two hundred guineas for flinging a pot of paint in the public’s face’. (At today’s values, two hundred guineas is the equivalent of

  about $13,500.) By publishing these remarks, Ruskin opened himself up to a charge of libel, which Whistler soon filed. Leaving aside the personal antagonism between the critic and painter, as well

  as their psychological issues, the trial exemplified the larger conflict over whether Impressionism could seriously be considered art.

OEBPS/html/docimages/image4.jpg





OEBPS/html/docimages/image3.jpg





OEBPS/html/docimages/image5.jpg





OEBPS/html/docimages/cover_ader.jpg
Laurie Schneider
Adams






OEBPS/html/page-template.xpgt
 

   
    
		 
    
  
     
		 
		 
    

     
		 
    

     
		 
		 
    

     
		 
    

     
		 
		 
    

     
         
             
             
             
             
             
             
        
    

  

   
     
  





OEBPS/html/docimages/image2.jpg





OEBPS/html/docimages/image1.jpg





OEBPS/html/docimages/title.jpg
Art

A Beginner's Guide

Laurie Schneider Adams





