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Introduction


Munch’s The Scream, Van Gogh’s Starry Night, Rodin’s The Thinker, Degas’s dancers, Whistler’s Mother, Monet’s water lilies, English landscapes by Constable, seascapes by Turner, the Brooklyn Bridge, the Eiffel Tower. The nineteenth century has given us a wealth of artistic riches so memorable in their genius and enduring in their fame that we can picture many of them in an instant in our mind’s eye. At the time, however, the revolutionary style, technique, and imagery of nineteenth-century artists meant that many were disregarded and disdained by critics and the public alike.

The groundbreaking developments in the art of the nineteenth century – which saw an unprecedented proliferation of new styles – took place in the wider context of the great philosophical, social, political, and economic changes, scientific discoveries, global exploration, and literary movements that defined the century. But none of this could have happened without the Enlightenment of the eighteenth century.

For the first time in Western history, two great upheavals – the American Revolution of 1776 and the French Revolution of 1789 – challenged the age-old idea that kings rule by divine right. This challenge was an expression of widespread anger at royal abuses perpetrated under the absolute monarchies of the seventeenth century that continued in the eighteenth century and a growing sense of the importance of individual human rights. The Enlightenment also included the notion of intellectual illumination, the primacy of reason, a new emphasis on scientific research, and a systematic approach to cataloguing knowledge. This interest in cataloguing what was known of the world inspired the French philosopher and key Enlightenment figure Denis Diderot (1713–1784) and Jean le Rond d’Alembert (1717–1783), a philosopher and mathematician, to edit and publish a new twenty-eight-volume French Encyclopédie, compiling articles on science, history, ethics, and the arts. Their empirical approach to knowledge challenged many traditional non-scientific beliefs and superstitions, resulted in Diderot’s imprisonment, and opened the way for much of the controversy that characterized the nineteenth century.

Although the impact of Enlightenment thinking was felt throughout Europe and the United States in the early nineteenth century, Paris was the intellectual and creative center of the Western art world, as it had been since the eighteenth century. Students came from different countries to study in the Paris art studios, and it was in Paris that new styles developed with each generation of artists. In previous centuries, it had been possible to speak of a single predominant style lasting for several generations in western Europe: one could reasonably call the sixth century Byzantine, the seventh to tenth centuries Early Medieval, the eleventh to fourteenth centuries Romanesque and Gothic, followed by the Renaissance from the fourteenth to sixteenth centuries, Mannerism in the late sixteenth century, Baroque in the seventeenth century, and Rococo in the eighteenth century. No single appellation covers nineteenth-century art. Instead, the nineteenth century witnessed a parade of styles – mainly Neoclassicism, Romanticism, Realism, Impressionism, and the diverse styles of the Post-Impressionists – with each new one creating controversy among viewers.

As the speed of stylistic change increased, the viewing public had less time to accustom itself to new, different, sometimes scandalous, artistic imagery and technique, making controversy inevitable. The French term avant-garde, which was originally applied to the advance guard (or vanguard) of an army marching into battle, became current in nineteenth-century art criticism. In art, the avant-garde referred to innovative works that seemed unfamiliar, ahead of their time, possessing the capacity to shock, and in any case that took a while to become widely appreciated.

Alongside these rapid stylistic developments, the financial and institutional framework of the art world saw great shifts. During the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, the center of the French art world migrated from the royal court at Versailles to the Paris Salon, which was a system of juried exhibitions that allowed the general public a greater exposure to new art than had previously been the case. The influence of the Salon, however, waned over the course of the nineteenth century, as did the power of the Académie Royale de Peinture et de Sculpture (the French Academy), which had been established under Louis XIV. This was in part a result of their conservatism and reluctance to embrace the new generations of artists, especially in the second half of the nineteenth century.

Critics who wrote about the new styles in the press, whether denigrating or championing them, constituted an important new influence in the art world. Europe and then America also witnessed the rise of the private art dealer and art galleries that created a new breed of collectors who were no longer limited mainly to royalty or the aristocracy. With the decline of royal and Academic patronage, artists rarely painted on commission and had to develop their own markets or find a dealer who would do so. As a result, financial problems plagued artists whose works remained unpopular for much or all of their lifetime. Although some came from wealthy families, the avant-garde artists of the nineteenth century considered themselves a group apart from bourgeois society. The notion of the Bohemian artist developed in the nineteenth century to reflect an “outsider” status.

Technological, scientific, political, and social developments during the nineteenth century went hand in hand with stylistic changes in the arts. With the Industrial Revolution, which began in England and spread throughout Europe and America from the mid-eighteenth through the nineteenth century, large numbers of workers migrated from the countryside to the cities in search of jobs in the new factories. In France and elsewhere, the abuses of workers in these factories, and their squalid urban living conditions, fueled a series of rebellions against the restored monarchies – most significantly the revolution against the French ruler Louis Philippe in 1848, which was also the year the Communist Manifesto was published – but it was not until the Franco-Prussian War of 1870–1871 that France became a permanent republic. Art reflected the tumultuous political developments of the nineteenth century and was often used in the service of political ideology, whether Napoleonic, republican, or socialist. Artists of the time also captured in their work the impact of the Industrial Revolution on society and the environment.

The fact that many artists represented their own time and place in preference to the religious and historical subject matter that had been most highly valued by the Academies was a significant innovation. The French poet and critic Charles Baudelaire (1821–1867) was a major influence on the representation of contemporary subject matter. He championed the avant-garde and argued that the arts should reflect the here-and-now. He believed that modernity should be a driving force in the world of visual art, an idea that determined a great deal of what was new and revolutionary in the nineteenth century.

In addition to representing their own time and place, artists depicted the influence of contact with non-Western parts of the world. The opening up of trade with Japan in 1853, the accelerating pace of communication and travel, colonization, and the growing popularity of international exhibitions exposed artists, as well as the public at large, to the culture and art of other civilizations. In addition to the Romantic taste for Orientalism there were vogues for Chinese and Japanese art that influenced Western art. By the end of the century, with the travels of the French artist Paul Gauguin, arts of the South Pacific had also become known in the West.

Technological and industrial advances led to the rise of photography as a medium for documentation, classification, and portraiture (although it was not until well into the twentieth century that photography would be widely accepted as an art form) and to bold new possibilities for architecture. The cost-effective practice of prefabrication allowed for premade sections of buildings to be assembled into a total structure, especially for large exhibition spaces. The advent of industrial iron and steel production facilitated new suspension bridges, including the Brooklyn Bridge, and works such as the Eiffel Tower, which was originally a source of great controversy and is now an icon of modern Paris. The use of steel frames and the invention of the elevator made it possible to construct taller buildings, which led to a proliferation of skyscrapers in the American Midwest.

This book, which is necessarily brief, focuses on the most significant Western artists and works, including painting, sculpture, photography, and architecture, of the nineteenth century. It begins with the late eighteenth century, which set the stage for the developments of the nineteenth century, and covers a range of styles in Western Europe and the United States. We begin with Neoclassicism, which, with Romanticism – the subject of the second chapter – ushered in the nineteenth century. These two styles were then superseded by Realism in the 1840s, Impressionism in the late 1860s and 1870s, and the work of the Post-Impressionists from the 1880s. Dates and periods are, of course, approximate, for earlier styles and movements persisted as new ones appeared.



1
Neoclassicism


In 1738 near Naples, in southern Italy, workers laying foundations for a summer residence for the king of Naples discovered the ruins of the ancient Roman city of Pompeii, although the presence of an old city there had been known of since the end of the sixteenth century. That same year witnessed the beginning of excavations of the ruins of the nearby Roman town of Herculaneum. The eruption of Mount Vesuvius in 79 CE had buried both cities under layers of volcanic ash, making them time capsules that preserved a view of life in the ancient world. By 1748, excavations in Pompeii and Herculaneum were well underway, sparking a new interest in antiquity, a vogue for archaeology – as seen in the Classical motifs characteristic of the English interior decoration of Robert Adam (1728–1792) – and the increasing popularity of books on Classical art. In 1765 Johann Joachim Winckelmann’s (1717–1768) Reflections on the Imitation of Greek Works in Painting and Sculpture was translated from German into English and fueled the endeavor to recapture what the author considered to be the lost virility of ancient sculpture.

This burgeoning interest in ancient Rome – and eventually in Greek and Etruscan art and society – led to the emergence of a new style in the arts known as Neoclassical, literally “New Classical.” Alongside Romanticism, Neoclassicism was to be the major art movement of the early nineteenth century but, like Romanticism, it began during the previous century. The appeal of the style was its reaction against the frivolity of Rococo, which had been the prevailing style of eighteenth-century Europe and the Americas. Neoclassicism began as an expression of Enlightenment philosophy and the principles of democracy. Called the “True Style” in France, Neoclassicism provided a moral dimension to iconography and was inspired by a formal interest in the styles of ancient Greece and Rome. In painting and sculpture, Neoclassical artists preferred the clear edges, smooth paint handling, lifelike figures, and antique subject matter they saw in Roman art. In architecture, ancient Greek and Roman elements were revived. Such choices harked back to an age associated with more democratic societies – the Roman Republic and fifth-century BCE Athens – than the European monarchies. But despite having begun as a style of revolutionary sentiment – notably that of the French Revolution of 1789 – Neoclassicism became an imperial style under Napoleon. As such it was used to project his image as a legitimate ruler in the tradition of Roman emperors.


Architecture

In England, the eighteenth-century architectural revival of antiquity began with Palladianism, which rejected the Rococo levity of the previous century in favor of more austere Classical forms. From 1725, Lord Burlington (1694–1753) began constructing Chiswick House (figure 1) on the outskirts of London. Intended as a place of relaxation and entertainment, Chiswick House was inspired by Andrea Palladio’s sixteenth-century Villa Rotonda in the northern Italian town of Vicenza. Burlington appropriated from Palladio the Greek portico, pedimented windows (surmounted here by a triangular element), a central dome, and a symmetrical façade. The columns on the portico are in the Corinthian order (figure 2), historically the latest and formally the most ornate of the three Greek orders (Doric, Ionic, and Corinthian) – types of architecture best distinguished by the forms and arrangement of their individual parts.
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Figure 1 Richard Boyle (Earl of Burlington), Chiswick House, 1725–1729, London, UK. (Source: Wikimedia Commons)

In France and Germany, as in England, architects borrowed from the Greek orders to endow their buildings with a Classical flavor. The Paris church of Sainte-Geneviève (known as the Panthéon) was designed beginning in 1755 by Jacques-Germain Soufflot (1713–1780), again in the Corinthian order. It is based on a Greek-cross plan, in which the four domed “arms” of the plan are of equal length and surround a larger dome at the center. The use of the Greek-cross plan here derives from the Renaissance notion that its architectural configuration expresses the ancient Greek belief in man’s centrality in the universe – that “man is the measure of all things.” An interior colonnade is repeated on the portico entrance, thus unifying the two areas of the church. By continuing the Corinthian entablature (see figure 2) around the entire building and placing a triangular pediment at the end of each cross arm, Soufflot created a unity of form that had characterized the Classical Greek style and had been revived by Italian Renaissance architects.
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Figure 2 Labeled diagram of the three Greek orders: Doric, Ionic, and Corinthian.

In Berlin, from 1788 to 1791, Carl Langhans (1732–1808) built the Brandenburg Gate (figure 3) in the imposing Doric order, the earliest and sturdiest in appearance of the three Greek orders. Its overall design, flanked by smaller Doric porticos, peristyles, and fluted columns supporting an entablature surmounted by a narrow attic, is reminiscent of the Propylaea, the Classical entrance to the Acropolis in Athens. The Doric frieze (the horizontal section below the cornice) of the Brandenburg Gate is composed of alternating triglyphs and metopes, with a quadriga at the top. Like the Panthéon in Paris, the Brandenburg Gate was intended to evoke the grandeur of Greco-Roman antiquity.
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Figure 3 Carl Gotthard Langhans, Brandenburg Gate, 1788–1791 (dama­ged during World War II and restored 2000–2002), Berlin, Germany. (Source: Thomas Wolf, www.foto-tw.de/Wikimedia Commons)

In North America, the Federal style, which was largely the invention of Thomas Jefferson (1743–1826), was the equivalent of European Neoclassicism. Consistent with Jefferson’s interest in the architecture of Republican Rome – itself derived from Greek architecture – and his commitment to democracy, the Federal style departed from the Colonial Georgian style popular in the American South, which was named for the English king, George III. Like Lord Burlington in England, Jefferson had read Palladio’s Four Books of Architecture, which stimulated his study of Classically inspired buildings while he was ambassador to France. When, during the 1780s, Jefferson designed the Virginia State Capitol (figure 4), his model was the Roman temple with Corinthian columns known as the Maison Carrée, in Nîmes, in the south of France. Unlike the Maison Carrée, however, the Richmond Capitol is built in the graceful Ionic order, but it replicates the use of the portico at the entrance and the solid side walls. Whereas Roman temples typically stood on a podium, symbolizing the power of the emperor dominating the urban space before him, Jefferson situated the Capitol on a hill, accentuating the lofty dignity of the building. Here, the author of American democracy built a symbol of the power of citizens to govern themselves.

[image: img6.png]

Figure 4 Thomas Jefferson, State Capitol, 1788, Richmond, Virginia. (Source: Jim Bowen/Wikimedia Commons)


Jacques-Louis David and Revolutionary France

In the eighteenth century, France was the intellectual and artistic leader of  Western Europe. With the violent upheaval of the French Revolution in 1789, royal patronage began to decline. But, like the French kings, the revolutionaries recognized the importance of imagery for projecting their ideology and they used it accordingly. The most significant French painter to include revolutionary allusions in his work was Jacques-Louis David (1748–1825). David’s life and work mirrored the complex political situation in France before, during, and immediately after the 1789 Revolution. Born in 1748 in Paris, David grew up during the reigns of Louis XV and Louis XVI; he survived the Revolution and the period of the Napoleonic Empire (1804–1814), and died in 1825, during the Bourbon Restoration monarchy that lasted from 1814 to 1830.

While studying in Rome at the French Academy, David absorbed Neoclassical taste and developed an interest in ancient history and mythology. The widespread appeal of Classical subject matter in France was apparent in the continuing popularity of the seventeenth-century plays by Corneille and Racine. David shared the Enlightenment taste for combining antiquity with the present; the content of his paintings was often Classical, but at the same time directly linked to contemporary events. Diderot praised David’s work exhibited at the Paris Salon of 1781 as the embodiment of lofty Classical ideals.


CORNEILLE AND RACINE


The leading exponents of French Classical drama, Pierre Corneille (1606–1684) and Jean Racine (1639–1699), appealed to Neoclassical taste. Corneille published a series of plays based on ancient Greek and Roman themes. Among these were works inspired by the legends of Andromeda, Medea, and Oedipus. Corneille’s attraction to the theme of the power of reason over will is consistent with the ideals depicted in David’s Oath of the Horatii (figure 5). Many of Racine’s plays were tragedies based on Classical themes involving powerful female characters, such as Andromache and Phaedra, as well as those in Old Testament stories, notably Athaliah and Esther. His plays typically contained the Aristotelian theme of a hero or heroine, typically of noble blood, ruined by a character flaw. Known for the simplicity of his plots and the elegance of his language, Racine’s reputation eventually eclipsed Corneille’s and he achieved a position in French literary history similar to that of Shakespeare in England.





David’s reputation as France’s most important living painter was assured when he exhibited his Oath of the Horatii (see figure 5) at the Paris Salon of 1785. In that work, viewers saw an image of the Roman past that spoke directly to their contemporary situation, calling for liberty and a new moral order. David conveyed this message through a reduction of form that echoes the narrative on which he based the painting’s iconography. According to the legend that had inspired Corneille’s play Horace, Rome decided to avoid an all-out war with its ancient rival Alba Longa by substituting single combat between two sets of triplets representing each side – the Horatii for Rome and the Curiatii for Alba Longa. In David’s Oath of the Horatii, broad gestures, determined stances, and visible muscular tension produce the stoic demeanor of the triplets, who swear allegiance to Rome as their father raises their swords. Their father, who is also committed to a Roman victory, is contrasted with his sons in a lessening of tension conveyed by his slightly bent elbows and knees. The stark simplicity of the background architecture and the sturdy Doric columns supporting plain round arches echo the stoicism of the male figures. The triple-arched wall both recalls the triumphal arches of ancient Rome and frames the groups of figures.
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Figure 5 Jacques-Louis David, The Oath of the Horatii, 1784, 11 x 13 ft 11 3/8 in (3.30 x 4.25 m). Musée du Louvre, Paris, France. (Source: Wikimedia Commons)

At the right, women and children reveal their anguish at the prospect of personal loss.1 The patriotic zeal of the Horatii triplets, willing to die for an ideal and composed of assertive diagonals, contrasts with the more realistic fatalism of the women, who are rendered in a more curvilinear manner than the men. Camilla, on the far right, is shown in a traditional pose of mourning. She is the sister of the Horatii, but is betrothed to one of the Curiatii. For her, therefore, the outcome of the combat cannot fail to end in tragedy.

In 1789, thirteen years after the American Revolution (1776), the French Revolution erupted in full force. Its impact, in Europe as well as in America, shattered the time-honored belief in the divine right of kings and led to the establishment of the First Republic, declared in 1792. Conflict between two factions of the republican revolutionary movement – the Girondists and the more radical Jacobins – followed, culminating in the Reign of Terror from September 1793 to July 1794. Led by the Jacobin lawyer and politician Maximilien Robespierre (1758–1794), the Terror resulted in the deaths of tens of thousands of Girondists, aristocrats, and members of the clergy, who were considered enemies of the Revolution. David, himself a Jacobin and avid supporter of Robespierre, voted to guillotine the king, Louis XVI, and his queen, Marie Antoinette. Soon thereafter Robespierre was executed and the Jacobins lost their position of power, and with them David lost his. He went to jail twice for his revolutionary leanings, but he escaped execution and within a decade became an artist much admired by the emperor, Napoleon Bonaparte.

In the Salon of 1791 (see box, p.11), David exhibited his huge drawing study for a twenty-by-thirty-foot painting to be entitled The Tennis Court Oath (figure 6, p.12). Although never completed, the work remains an important historical and artistic document of revolutionary France. It was commissioned by the Jacobins to memorialize the event of June 20, 1789, when the deputies of the newly constituted National Assembly met at an indoor tennis court in Versailles and took an oath to secure the establishment of a new constitution. A pivotal revolutionary event, the oath marked the first official opposition of the French people to Louis XVI.

The broad horizontal space of the picture reveals the expansive mood of the crowd, which is unified by its single-minded devotion to a cause. Poses and gestures are reminiscent of the Horatii as they direct the viewer’s gaze to the central figures. At the far right, in contrast, is the politician Joseph Martin-Dauch, who disagreed with the aims of the crowd and supported the king.


THE SALON AND THE ACADEMIES


The term Salon designated the official government-sponsored art exhibitions held annually in France from 1737, which attracted hundreds of thousands of visitors. Beginning in 1748, artists were selected by a jury, and the Salon became the main avenue of public exposure for an artist’s work. As a result, the admission of a work to the Salon was of critical importance for his or her career. The Salon also became an outlet for writers of art criticism, a genre that began in the eighteenth century. Differing views held by critics and ensuing controversies between conservative and progressive taste notwithstanding, the critics helped to publicize new art, which had previously been confined to royal and private aristocratic collections not readily accessible to the general public.

The most important professional art societies in nineteenth-century Europe were the Académie Royale de Peinture et de Sculpture (the French Academy), founded in 1648, and the Royal Academy, founded in England in 1768. The Academies imposed strict standards in art and schooled artists in the Western tradition. They also awarded fellowships to young artists, the most important being the Prix de Rome established by the French Academy under Louis XIV in 1663. In London, the Royal Academy was (and still is) limited to forty members and, like the other academies across Europe, it held art exhibitions that exposed the public to contemporary art; annual exhibitions continue there today.

Although Salon juries had been relatively progressive and open to new artistic ideas in the eighteenth century, they became more conservative and restrictive, and less open to innovation, under the domination of the French Academy in the nineteenth century. One of the most constraining rules imposed by the French Academy was its so-called hierarchy of genres, which ranked subject matter according to its perceived importance. At the top of the hierarchy were the Christian sacraments; next came history painting (which was also highly regarded), followed by portraiture, genre (scenes of everyday life), landscape, and finally, the lowest of the categories, still life.

By the end of the nineteenth century the French government had ended its sponsorship of the Salon, new arenas for exhibiting art flourished, and the Academies, having failed to embrace the most innovative contemporary art, waned in importance.
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