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oth art’ appreciation and criticism in context

and art making are integral learning strands of

the Visual Arts curriculum. Students at basic
education level and senior secondary level learn
through art appreciation and criticism, and art
making to acquire a comprehensive experience
and learning of art. It is expected that their ways of
seeing, making and thinking are to be enhanced,
students thus develop their positive values and
attitudes.

Art appreciation and criticism not only involves
viewers' direct responses to the visual appearance
ofanartwork,italsorequiresviewers understanding
that a piece of artwork might have different
meanings in different contexts. In the process of
appraising artwork or phenomena, students should
enquire about the social, cultural and art context in
history, which may have influenced the creation of
a particular piece of artwork or art phenomenon,
and the students’ current context for multiple-
perspective and critical interpretation.

The Arts Education Section of the Education
Bureau issues the Art Appreciation and Criticism in
Context Series to support schools to implement the
learning activities of art appreciation and criticism.
The Education Bureau, therefore, invited several
eminent scholars and research practitioners to
write for this Series, and provide knowledge of art
appreciation and criticism, as well as materials of
historical, cultural and art contexts. Teachers may
apply these materials with flexibility in their learning
and teaching. This Series includes understanding
different perspectives and strategies of appraising
art and learning about the cultural contexts of
China, Hong Kong and the West. This can serve as
reference materials for analysing, interpreting and
judging various artworks or phenomena. Artworks
from diverse cultural contexts are employed as
examples to illustrate how to select and apply
relevant materials for multiple-perspective and
critical art appreciation and criticism.

"In this book, art refers to the visual arts.
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The Series is arranged in nine Parts. Part One
What is Art Criticism? aims to describe the
theories and strategies of art criticism from
the contextual approach. Content of this
part includes: an overview of the relationship
among art theories, art history, and art
appreciation and criticism; different strategies
and perspectives of art criticism such as the
context of viewing, the context of creation, the
psychological, semiotic and phenomenological
perspectives, as well as the process of and
vocabulary used for art criticism.

Part Two Understanding Chinese Art through
Culture explores how Chinese culture: | Ching,
Confucian, Tacism and Buddhism relates with
art, the cultural factors embedded in Chinese
art, the effects of Chinese culture in the
evolution of Chinese art, and ways to apply
thematic approach to appraise Chinese art.

Part Three Understanding Western Art through
Culture introduces the evolution of art from a
broad context, the characteristics of Western
art and architecture, and some important
artworks. It also describes the historical,
cultural, economical and technological
contexts, and the views of art of relevant
periods of time, which might have effects on
the creation of art.

Part Four Understanding Local Art through
Culture analyses the contextual factors, which
influenced the evolution of Hong Kong art
from historical, social, cultural and economic
perspectives. The topics explored in this
Part include: the effects of Chinese, Western
and local cultures, and globalisation on the
evolution of local art; and the relationship
between some local socio-cultural phenomena,
such as the exploration of cultural identity, and
art.
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Part Five Understanding Visual Artworks with
Functions from Various Perspectives provides
guided analyses and comparisons of visual
arts work with functions and perspectives
from design educators, artists and popular
culture practitioners. It involves a broad
view of historical significance and human
values, studying the functions and aesthetics
of utensils, the need for development and
creativity in crafts, and the formation and
influence of trendy styles.

Parts Six to Nine are examples of appreciation
and criticism. They illustrate how to apply
knowledge of appreciation and criticism, and
employ various materials for multi-faceted
explorations and interpretation of artworks of
diverse genre, periods of time and cultures.

Knowledge and implementation strategies of
appreciation and criticism, and materials of
history and culture relevant to art provided
in this Series can be used together with other
reference books and Internet resources to
complement and verify each other. Teachers
may encourage students to read textual and
visual resources extensively to broaden their
scope of view, strengthen their art knowledge,
enhance their thinking skills, and develop their
ability and attitude of learning to learn.

Arts Education Section
Education Bureau
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4 love you’

The meaning of this ‘lovely’ sentence is
not all self-evident. It depends on who said it
and how it was. It may be romantic or cynical,
genuine or hypocritical, or simply no meaning
at all. These three words cannot tell us what
the sentence means unless we know the

context in which it is uttered.

Art is the creation of human beings. However,
the aestheticvalue ofanyartworkisnotobvious.
Of course we can have an ‘intuitive’ and ‘direct’
reception to any artwork as beautiful and
enjoyable without further remarks. We simply
like or dislike it. We think it is only just a matter
of personal taste. Art, unlike knowledge, is
something not cognitive in nature. We do
not have to learn to understand or appreciate
artwork. We just feel if it is agreeable or not.

But if we are asked to explain why we do or do
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not like a particular artwork, we have nothing
to say except referring back to our personal

taste.

Perhaps we do not have to answer such
question. However, if we further are asked
how this personal taste is formed we may be
perplexed at what exactly constitutes ‘personal
taste’. In fact, we are always influenced by the
current fashion of taste without any enjoyment
for granted. Most of our so-called personal
taste is nothing personal but uncritically
naive. Paradoxically, the personal taste is
the internalisation of the common taste.
Personal taste in fact can only be understood
in context of the common. We do not have an
independent judgement as such. We are always
in the context of the web of cultural meaning,

value and taste.

One of the aims of art education is to instill

a sense of independent judgement to
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our students so that they might know for
themselves the reason and value why they like
or dislike any artwork. Art appreciation and
criticism is not something arbitrary but must
be learned. The important key is therefore to
understand the context in which any artwork
is being appreciated. The cultural, social,
historical, psychological and philosophical
background of the artists and artworks serves as
the contextual nexus. With the understanding
of the context we can come to direct contact
with the artwork and then we can tell ourselves
why we do like or dislike this work; and why
this piece of work is aesthetically valuable or

not.

| believe this series of books will serve the

purpose well.

Xi
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long history. Throughout the years, we have

amassed countless art pieces. These pieces
of artwork convey creators’ ideas and feelings,
and contain people’s thoughts and their pursuit
of life in a particular period and region. Therefore
students’ understanding of Western culture can be
nurtured through appraising Western art. Students
observe and analyse works of art, respond to them
emotionally and intellectually, and explore the
contexts for a more comprehensive interpretation
of the artwork. This learning process can enhance
students’ aesthetic sense and artistic taste,
strengthen their understanding of art and culture,
as well as enrich their enjoyment of appreciating
works of art.

_|_ he development of Western art has a very

The Visual Arts curriculum puts emphasis on
developing students’ multiple ways of seeing,
thinking and making art. To broaden their scope
of horizon, students are encouraged to explore
artwork of diverse historical and cultural contexts
from different perspectives. Through the earlier
published Art Appreciation and Criticism in Context
Series: Understanding Western Art through Culture
and this book, we hope to enrich the learning and
teaching materials of appraising Western art from
multiple perspectives. The Education Bureau invited
Professor Greg M. THOMAS of The University of Hong
Kong to author this book, which provides examples
of appraising individual artworks, for enriching the
knowledge of appraising Western art.

Teacherscan use thisbook together with the other of
the books Art Appreciation and Criticism in Context
Series to guide students to appreciate art pieces.
Students are encourged to explore other reference
materials for enriching their art experience which
should also be extended to their art making.

Arts Education Section
Education Bureau
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Learning to do critical and h|stor|<:a\ analy5|s
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For secondary students learning the skills of art
appreciation and criticism in context, our main
aim is to help them discover how works of art
create meaning. Visual arts create meaning
through visual effects that communicate
ideas. We thus want to provide students with
more opportunities to analyse both the visual
elements of a work and the ideas those visual
elements convey. Furthermore, because ideas
and meanings can vary greatly in different
periods and different cultures, we also hope to
develop students’ awareness of art’s historical
context — in other words, how art is related to

the society around it.

We might summarise these aims by saying art
appreciation and criticism in context analyse
three aspects of a work: its visual appearance,
its meanings, and its context. The main tools
for such analysis are, respectively, description,
interpretation, and historical analysis. We can

visualise these processes as follows:

ST FmATELENER

Meaning created by " visual effects

2 M 3R Pl

Analysed via =~ description

BEYRKEBANLINER

expressing related to

. —_— .
ideas society
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interpretation historical analysis
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PR BAUTURER—FTEAF2AE In the classroom, one can begin analysing
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a work of art by first analysing any of these
aspects: we can ask “How does this work look?”
r “What does this work mean?” or “How is
this work typical of its society?” In practice,
however, it is usually most effective to begin
with visual analysis, or description, because
visual analysis is based on concrete
observations, it requires no  previous
knowledge about the work, and it builds
students’ confidence in thinking about art.
Visual analysis is really the fundamental
tool of art appreciation and criticism in
context, and students and teachers can
do visual analysis without knowing any
information about a work’s background or
context. Interpretation usually requires some
backgroundinformation,andhistoricalanalysis
requires the most. The following section
suggests ways of moving from visual analysis

to interpretation to historical analysis.

Process of analysis for works of art
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For any work of art, teachers can begin
effective visual analysis by essentially asking
students to describe what they see. By
breaking the process into small steps, and by
giving every student an opportunity to answer
simple questions, the teacher can also build
up students’ confidence and pleasure. One can
always spark a fruitful group conversation by
asking a few simple, descriptive questions:

(a) What does this painting / statue /
photograph represent? (or What is in the
picture? or What do you see in this image?
or How would you describe this abstract
sculpture?)

(b) Can you tell what this object is made of?
Describe its materials.

(c) What colours and / or textures and/ or
shapes does it have?

Note that all these questions usually allow
numerous responses from students, and
answers are easy; so even the shiest students
can join in this stage of discussion. Everyone
can contribute helpful observations. Note
also that specialised vocabulary is usually not
necessary for good visual analysis, students
can describe what they see in their own words.
For some works, it is helpful at this point to
provide some basic facts about the subject; for
example, it is important to know if a picture
represents the Virgin Mary or a modern
movie star, and if a narrative subject shows a
mythological fantasy or a real historical event.
But more detailed information is usually not

necessary at this stage.
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After describing the object in this neutral,

factural way, teachers can move into the

second stage of analysis — interpretation — by

posing a pair of simple but crucial questions:

(@) What visual effects do you see?

(b) And how are those effects created?

Both of these questions are again open-ended,

inviting numerous responses and opinions.

The first question is open because visual

effects are multiple and subjective, so different

viewers see different things. Students should

be encouraged to voice their own opinions

and to explain how their reactions differ

from their classmates. Questions to add on to

question (a) include:

B What impression or mood does this work
convey to you?

B How does this work make you feel?

B What other effects do you see?

B How does this work interpret the person /

landscape / story that is represented?

Question (b) is also open, because for any

single, subjective visual effect, there are many

objective causes. We can bring out these

causes in detail by asking about the visual

elements creating the image:

B What gives you this feeling?

B How does colour reinforce this mood?

B How does the composition help create this
impression?

B How about the texture / size / material /
light etc.?

B How has the artist used line / brushwork /
sculptural texture / space to create this

visual effect?
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B Where do we, the viewers, stand in relation
to the space of the picture, and how does
that affect our perception of the scene?

All these questions further develop skills of
visual analysis while training students how to
analyse the way particular visual constructions
create visual effects that become meaningful
to the viewer. Note that it's good for students
to voice their subjective opinions about visual
effects, but it's also necessary to identify the
objective visual elements that create those
effects. Visual analysis provides concrete
evidence to explain one’s personal feeling.

While these first two stages of analysis are
enough to explain how a work of art conveys
various meanings, they do not yet explain how
a work is related to its historical context. To
do this third stage of analysis, teachers and
students have to investigate more background
information about a particular work. Some-
times a little information can raise deep
meanings, but the more information one can
get about a work, the deeper the meanings we
can draw from a work. For example, it greatly
increases our appreciation of Leonardo da
Vinci's Last Supperif we know it is a Christian
subject representing Christ telling his apostles
that one of them (Judas) is about to turn himin
to the Romans to be executed. It adds deeper
meaning to know that most Renaissance
artists who painted the “Last Supper” depicted
Judas on the opposite side of the table from
his companions, rather than mixed in among
them. And we better understand the reasons
for painting the picture when we learn it was
painted on the wall of a dining hall for nuns in

a monastery.
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To examine these kinds of historical facts in
the classroom, teachers have to present this
background information verbally or through
text and image; showing a photograph of the
Last Supperin the monastery hall, for example,
is very helpful. Once students are familiar
with such information, it is vital to develop
historical meanings in a work by linking its
historical context back to the visual effects
previously discussed. Fruitful discussion
questions depend on the specific context
of each particular work. In the example of
da Vinci’'s Last Supper, students can explore
historical meanings by discussing questions
such as:

B Why is it logical to choose this subject for
a dining hall?

B How might the painting affect you if you
ate in that room three times a day, every
day?

B How does it reinforce the aims of a
monastery?

M How did da Vinciidentify Judas? (in shadow,
holding a money bag)

B How does Judas react differently from the
other apostles?

B How does Christ behave?

B How does the painting interpret this story
of community and betrayal?

B How has da Vinci created dramatic tension
in the scene?

B Where do you, the viewer, appear to stand
in relation to the space? (analysis of the
linear perspective shows the vanishing
point is directly behind Christ’s eye)

B What is the effect of that? How does it
increase your connection to Christ and the

narrative drama?
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By discussing these kinds of questions as a
group, students actively look and think and
debate different ideas. And in doing this, they
train themselves how to analyse works of art

historically.
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Examples: analysis of individual works

1% B3 20 % 2 3t Bl Death of Sarpedon

© 2012.Photo Scala, Florence - Courtesy of the Ministero per i Beni e le Attivita Culturali
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Euphronios (as painter) Euxitheos (as potter) Death of Sarpedon c.515B.C.

Calyx-krater (bowl for mixing wine) , Terracotta, height: 45.7 cm, diameter: 55.1 cm

Museo Nazionale Etrusco di Villa Giulia, Rome

EHFmBTAREIRBM - LERNEE -

ER—IREMSE LMNE ; HEANMNER

fif

r—EMFHEH — HEPN KM 2R
TERENSMRE ELESEHRRTYE
SEBEENELEETR  LEERBEYFHT
FRRBEM - WERREADOES > DL
b FISEERI R TE -

B ERT: BB

() EREMERMA?

AR BRERENEMXKNERSRMD
Bh THEBER,  ERANIEFENERK
BIRERMBNRER - ¥ ENBASED
RAEHHNELE > MRENEBUZLU—E
REAEREERMA °

(b) EEMFEREEITENIN ? IMEEE
EEZ=MEE ?

() BEFNAMEMRER? RS EETAM
PIREED 7

(d) fMEEEMNZERES ? Z2MAXEEE
EEERK ? B HBENEBERTEEER ?
IR FRPRBENRHL  BUREZRE
B EERRREE BE—E& UEAYN

AIERBEMEFELELK

This work introduces several common features
of classical Greek art: it is a picture on pottery;
it depicts figures of people and gods; it is a
narrative scene - i.e. an event that is part of
a story; and it represents a male hero in the
nude. These features also raise some significant
elements of historical context, especially
Greek religious beliefs about the world of
gods and goddesses, their value for individual
heroes, and their advanced technology and
craftsmanship.

Stage 1: visual analysis

(@) Whatis this object?

Note that it is a large vessel for mixing wine
and water (called a “krater”). It is made of
terracotta, a kind of pottery made by baking
clay in a special, very hot oven. In this case, the
orange-red colour is the undecorated baked
clay, while the decoration has been made by

applying a thin black clay (called “slip”).

(b) How is it decorated? What patterns and

pictures do you see on it?

(c) What are the figures doing in the picture?

How would you describe the action?

(d) In what kind of space are they acting?
How has the artist created the impression
of space? What is the function of the frame

around the narrative scene?

Note the lack of chiaroscuro shading and
atmospheric perspective; space is created by
simple devices like the frame, a single ground

line, and the overlapping of figures.
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Stage 2:interpretation

(@) The picture on this vase shows an
episode from the //iad, the most important
mythological text of ancient Greece. Here
the Trojan warrior Sarpedon, a son of the god
Zeus, has been killed by the enemy Greeks.
The god Apollo has saved his body and
cleaned it, and here he is being carried to
the underworld by the gods of sleep and
death, with the messenger god Hermes
standing in the centre. What kind of mood
does the picture create? How does it
interpret the warrior’'s death?

Effects might include violence, sadness,
strength, etc. Discuss the visual elements
- action, gesture, expression, light, colour,
line, composition, texture — that create such

effects.

(b) How does the colour combination affect
your impression of the scene? How about the
use of outlining?

Discuss the strong contrast of black and red,
which create a bold, almost abstract impact
with few details and little indication of space
and volume. Note the use of simple outlining
to clearly delineate bodies, an effect that
emphasises the shape and action of figures
rather than their 3-dimensional form and

texture.

(c) How does the shape of the vessel affect
the way we perceive the scene?

Discuss the long horizontal format; the way
the sides of the frame slant inward; the way
Sarpedon’s body parallels the ground line,
while the other figures rise up and spread

outward as the krater widens outward; etc.
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Stage 3: historical context

(@) The lliad places great emphasis on the
heroism of individual warriors. How does
this example emphasise individuality and
heroism? Why do you think a scene of defeat
and death would serve as an example of
heroism?

Discuss the way the scene focuses on one
moment in the story, with one main figure.
Note the emphasis onthe large, muscular body.
The warrior's death implies that sacrificing
one’s life for one’s nation is a great thing to
do - the basic idea of the collective good
being more important than the individual’s
safety. Also note the way the gods appear to
feel sad at the warrior's death, suggesting
they respect him even though he has been
defeated.

(b) Many Greek picturesand statuesrepresent
nude male figures, usually warriors or athletes,
while few images depict nude women.
What does this kind of image suggest about
ancient Greek views of heroism and gender?
How does the nudity reinforce the sense of
heroism? How does the artist make the male
figure appear beautiful?

Discuss the basic point that these stories
generally show men to be active fighters
facing danger and defending their nation; this
makes men seem to be more important than
women as sources of great actions and great
achievements. Note that the main cause of
the war in the /liad is the Trojans’ abduction
of the Greek princess Helen; the Greeks
attacked Troy to retrieve her, which is similar
to modern movies about male action heroes
rescuing beautiful women. The nudity of

these male heroes gives them a sense of
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purity, as though removed from ordinary
daily life, and it also shows off their physical
strength, which again reinforces the value for
martial achievement more than intellectual or
cultural achievement. Note how the artist pays
attention to the delineation of muscles.

(c) This picture is also typical in mixing
people with gods, who look just like people.
The lliad is full of gods and goddesses who
take part in the battles between the Trojans
and the Greeks, some helping one side, others
helping the other side. What does this mixing
of the real and the supernatural tell us about
Greek religious beliefs and their explanations
of historical events?

Discuss the way death is represented as
something acted out by gods. The gods
personify various forces of nature (wind, rain,
spring, etc.) and forces of human life (war,
love, death, etc.). Thus human actions are
interconnected with cosmic forces. Greek gods
love and hate each other just like humans,
while human history is depicted as being

influenced by these supernatural characters.
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© 2012. Photo Scala, Florence
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Gislebertus Last Judgment c.1120-35

Sculpture in stone, height: about 76.5 cm, width of base: about 640cm, depth: about 35-45cm

Over the main entrance of the Cathedral of Autun, France
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This example is typical of medieval art in
several ways. The Christian church (that is,
the institution of the church) dominated
art patronage in the Middle Ages, and
this sculpture depicts a Christian subject
adorning a large Christian church building.
(Note: “Christianity” at that time referred
to the church before religious reform. It is
different from “Protestantism” nowadays.)
The style and medium are typical of the era,
showing an increasing sophistication of figural
representation — and architectural skill — after
several centuries of technical weakness in
the arts. And the work’s terrifying vision of
damnation illustrates the deep emotionalism
of late medieval Christian thought.
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Stage 1:visual analysis

(@) This work depicts Christ in the centre
overseeing the end of the world. What is going
on? What kinds of figures and actions do we
see?

(b) How does the artist indicate saints and
holy figures?

Note that halos indicate a saint or holy figure,
and wings indicate angels. These are standard
symbols, or what is often called iconography.

(c) How is this work made? What kind of tools
and materials are needed?

Discuss ways of carving stone and the
difference between relief sculpture (where
forms remain attached to a flat background)
and sculpture in the round (where forms stand
independent of any background). Note the
complexity of quarrying and then carving large
slabs of stone, and the way the stone becomes

worn by rain and wind.

Stage 2:interpretation

(a) Based loosely on the Bible’s Revelation
of St. John the Divine, this scene depicts the
Apocalypse, when God destroys the world and
the souls of all human beings are taken from
their tombs to be judged and sent to Heaven
or Hell. Christ is in the centre, overseeing the
weighing of souls on the viewer's right side.
Damned souls are eaten by a monster at
the gate to Hell at the far right edge of the
scene, while good souls ascend to Heaven,
symbolised as the Heavenly Jerusalem at the
far left edge of the scene. Four angels blow
horns announcing the Apocalypse. How has
Gislebertus used composition and scale to

differentiate bad from good and damnation

from salvation?
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Discuss the composition’s division of the
earthly world of tombs below from the divine
world of angels above, and the division of
Heaven on Christ’s right from Hell on Christ’s
left; note that Christ’s right side is always the
side of greater goodness or importance in
Christian art. Note the larger size of figures
above, indicating their greater importance
and power.

(b) How is the body exaggerated and
distorted to add emotional expression? What
makes the monsters of Hell look monstrous?
And does Christ look divine or human or both?
Discuss the general elongation of figures;
the contrast between small, shivering, naked
humans below and more elegant robed
people and angels above; and the dramatic
gestures indicating fear, gratitude, chaos,
calm, etc. Note the blending of human and
animal forms to create imaginary monsters.
Analyse Christ’s semi-abstract, geometric pose
and the controlled but impersonal expression
of his face.

(c) Where is this work located? How and
when did people see the image? What does the
location indicate about the work’s function?
Note that the sculpture is located above the
western entrance of the church building, so
it's raised above the heads of visitors, and
they would see it when entering the church. It
thus acts as a warning or reminder that every
person will eventually be judged by God or
Christ, and that bad people will suffer eternal
punishment. Note the promise of either harsh

punishment or eternal happiness.
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Stage 3: historical context

(@) What does this example tell us about
the important role of the Church in medieval
society. How does this church and its art help
propagate Christian views of the world? How
does it help build a sense of common identity?
Discuss the fact that the Church was the
only institution capable of raising the funds
necessary to build on such a grand scale at
this time. As a patron of the arts, the Church
attracted skilled artistic labourand encouraged
the kind of technical sophistication that helped
advance art and make it possible to retrieve
the lost skills from ancient Greece and Rome.
Note that these church buildings of the 11th
and 12th centuries are called Romanesque
because they revived the scale, technology,
and styles of the ancient Roman empire. As
sites of communal ritual, they helped organise
medieval towns and create a collective belief
system for people to share through the weekly
ritual of the Christian mass. Most ordinary
citizens could not read at this time, so the vivid
narrative sculptures helped illustrate stories
and ideas from the Bible, reinforcing the
lessons people would hear from their priest
inside the church.

(b) Art of this time shows a great advance
in technical sophistication in depicting the
human body. Romanesque and Gothic art of
the 11th through 13th centuries in Europe
helped revive the skills of antiquity, making
it possible for artists in the Renaissance to
make large-scale sculptures and to paint with
unprecedented realism. What conception
of human beings is presented in this work?
In what ways is the sculpture realistic? Does
it depict human beings as powerful and

intelligent, weak or foolish, beautiful or ugly?
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Many interpretations are possible. Bring out
the point that this kind of art shows a re-
emergence of humanism, a value for human
thinking, morality, experience, beauty. These
figures characterise people as still weak,
inelegant, un-ideal, but they are stronger and
more realistic than in earlier medieval art,
showing a greater interest in exploring human
emotions. The interest in depicting the human
form generally indicates a growing value for
exploring people’s bodies and minds, though
this interest is still dominated by religious
aims.

(c) This is one of the earliest examples of
medieval art in which we know the name of
the artist — Gislebertus. Why is this significant?
Note that the signing of works of art was
common in antiquity and from the Renaissance
onward, indicating a special value placed
on authorship, on the skills of an artistic
creator. Art-makers in the Middle Ages were
usually viewed as craftsmen, not “artists”; for
example, sculptors were usually stonecutters
or woodworkers. The fact that we know the
name of Gislebertus shows an increased value
for identifying individual creativity, part of a
general trend toward distinguishing a more
creative and complex kind of skill called “art”
from a simpler technical skill called “craft”.
Being an artist started to become a distinct
profession during the Renaissance, a profession
associated with creative intelligence, not just

manual skill.
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Rembrandt van Rijn Lucretia 1664

Qil on canvas, height: 120 cm, width: 101 cm, National Gallery of Art, Washington
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This is an example of a subject that is not
motivated by religious or political ideology.
Such subjects flourished in the Netherlands
in the 17th century in part because the
Netherlands was a Protestant, semi-democratic
nation. Its great commercial success at the
time created a large class of people with

enough extra wealth to buy art for their
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homes, leading to a large art market; like other
Dutch artists, Rembrandt painted mostly for
this art market, rather than for the church or
state. Rembrandt is also one of several great
geniuses of the 17th century throughout
Europe, each of whom had a very strong
individual style. This particular painting shows
a deep interest in individualism at this time,
as well as an unusually sympathetic view of

women and their relation to men.

Stage 1:visual analysis

(@) What does the painting represent? What
seems to be going on?

(b) Where does the scene take place? What
kind of space and light effect do we see?
Discuss the abstractness of the space; it's not
clear where the action takes place, nor where
the light comes from. Note the stage-like effect
of the lighting and background.

(c) What kind of paint is used here? Can we
tell how the paint was applied? Where do
we see indications of thicker paint or looser
brushwork?

Rembrandt often applied his oil paints in thick
layers, especially building up the texture of
light areas around people’s faces and hands;
look for paint variation and texture in the

reproduction.

Stage 2: interpretation

(@) This scene illustrates a fictional story
from ancient Roman history. Lucretia was the
highly virtuous wife of a Roman nobleman.
Sextus Tarquinius, the son of the un-virtuous
king of Rome, raped her by threatening to kill
her and a slave and put them in bed together,

as though she had committed adultery. The

20
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following day, she told her husband and father
what happened, then stabbed herself to death
in order to preserve the family’s honour. As
a result, her brother Brutus led a rebellion
against the king and established the Roman
Republic, a democracy. How does Rembrandt
interpret Lucretia? What kinds of emotions
does he give her? And how are these effects
created?

Discuss her gesture and faraway look; her
isolation in a blank space, enhancing the effect
of solitude; the extra lighting on her face and
jewellery; etc.

(b) The painting illustrates a very dramatic
story, but there are no big gestures or sharp
contrasts of colour. How does Rembrandt
create a sense of dramatic tension? What
moment of the story has he chosen, and how
does he make that moment seem especially
tragic? What other moments could he
have chosen to illustrate? How does
Rembrandt’s approach differ from David’s
approach in The Oath of the Horatii ?

Discuss the way painters must compress an
entire story into one scene. Think of other
moments in the story that Rembrandt could
have chosen. Note that this moment contains
high suspense just before Lucretia kills herself.
It avoids showing the violence of the suicide,
but makes the viewer aware of the impending
suicide. Note that he has also eliminated
all other figures, concentrating attention
completely on her and her own inner pain. He
concentrates on her psychological suffering,

not the physical suffering of the rape or suicide.
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(c) Rembrandt is famous for using muted
colours and large amounts of brown and gold
tones. How do the colours in this example
affect our interpretation of the scene?

Discussthe calm, somber mood —with no bright
colours or dynamic colour combinations; the
warm hues of indoor light rather than natural

sunlight; etc.

Stage 3: historical context

(@) Baroque art is often highly theatrical,
depicting very dramatic events using strong
contrastsoflightandshade, withacombination
of realism and artificial imagination. How is
this work typical of the Baroque period?
Discuss the realistic description and strong
sense of material texture, but also the artificial
stage-like space and light effect, and the
strong emotional drama of the subject.

(b) Art in the Renaissance showed a value
for individualism that had disappeared during
the Middle Ages. Individualism developed
further in the 17th and 18th centuries before
exploding with the rise of romanticism around
1800. In what ways is Rembrandt’'s picture
individualistic? How does it make Lucretia
seem like an individual person with her own
particular inner consciousness? And how does
it emphasise Rembrandt’'s uniqueness as an
artist?

Reiterate the focus on Lucretia’s inner
psychology and emotional suffering. Note the
portrait-like realism of her face, which is not
highly idealised. Discuss Rembrandt’s special
painting techniques, which created a very
strong signature style — the shades of brown,
the spotlight effect, the heavy impasto that

leaves Rembrandt’s brushstrokes visible.
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(c) Rembrandt, like David, chose to illustrate
a dramatic, violent story from ancient Roman
history. But the theme and effect are very
different. In what ways does Rembrandt make
Lucretia a heroine? How does he interpret
gender relations differently from David? How is
his moral lesson about ancient Rome different
from David’s?

Note the similar themes of men’s physical
violence and women’s emotional devotion
to the family. Contrast David’'s weak, passive
women with Lucretia’s moral strength and
decisive violent action. Discuss how Lucretia
is a victim of men’s violence as the men
transform Rome from a brutal kingship to a
just democracy. Rembrandt’'s work does not
drive devotion to the state, as David’'s work

was intended to do.

0oooooO The Oath of the Horatii

© RMN (Musée du Louvre) / Imaginechina

ooooooooooo/84
IDO00000O03300000042500000000000
Jacques-Louis David The Oath of the Horatii 1784

Oil on canvas, height: 330 cm, width: 425 cm, Musée du Louvre, Paris
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David revolutionised art in Europe by creating
a new form of Neoclassicism based on strongly
moralising stories from ancient Roman history
and a style of painting emphasising both
realistic detail and ideal beauty. David was also
important in making art public, displaying his
history paintings at the Paris Salon exhibitions
and later painting political subjects for the
government of France’s Republic following
the Revolution of 1789.
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Stage 1:visual analysis

(a) What does this painting show? What are
the figures doing? Where are they located?

(b) What kind of light seems to illuminate
the scene, and where does it come from?
Analyse the angles of the shadows and
the higher intensity of light shining on the
warrior at the left. Since there were no
bright electric lights in ancient Rome, one
assumes the light is sunlight and the figures
are in an outdoor courtyard.

(c) This picture uses precise linear
perspective; where does the viewer stand in
relation to the space, and how do we know
that?

Because the back wall and the horizontal
stripes on the ground are parallel to the
picture plane, we know that the lines of the
floor and walls leading back in space are
perpendicular to the picture plane. These
receding lines converge at a point just
below the father’s left hand. This point is
therefore the vanishing point, which is the
point directly opposite the viewer's eye. So
the picture implies that the viewer is standing
a little bit in front of the canvas, with his/
her head at the same level as the father and
sons.

(d) The paintingis roughly life-size; how does
that affect our connection to the scene?

The life-size scale helps the viewer imagine
that the people in the picture are real and that
he /she could step into the painting’s space.
When hung on a wall, the huge canvas also
fills the viewer's field of vision — embracing
the viewer as in a movie theatre — and makes
the painting seem especially important or

monumental.
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Stage 2: interpretation

(@) The subject of this painting is based on a
play about the early history of Rome, in which
the three Horatii brothers vow to their father
that they will fight to the death against the
three Curiatii brothers (from the city of Alba)
to defend Rome. The Horatii win, but only
one of the three survives. How would you
describe the men’s emotions? What creates
that impression?

Effects might include determination, anger,
patriotism, calmness, etc.

(b) What is the mood among the women?
What creates that impression?

Effects might include sadness, despair, fear,
grief, etc.

(c) How does David differentiate the social
roles of men and women in this story? What
visual elements emphasise these different
gender roles?

Discuss the contrast between men’s military
and stoic civic action and women’s more
passive family care and emotion. Note the
split composition, contrast of angular lines
vs. curving lines, and differences in colour,
gesture, and expression.

(d) How is the painting composed, and how
does the composition reinforce the other
visual effects?

(e) Thispaintingisbasedloosely onafictional
play about ancient Rome. In what ways is the
painting theatrical?

Note the stage-like setting and composition,
strong light effect, dramatic action, narrative

action, costumes from ancient Rome, etc.
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Stage 3: historical context

David is renowned for overthrowing the
dominant style of Rococo painting and
pioneering a new style of Neoclassicism.
Rococo appealed to the aristocracy, who used
art to decorate their fancy homes and palaces;
the style was rooted in nature and fantasy, the
themes focused on love and pleasure. David
developed a style of realistic and dramatic
narrative, with themes of personal and political
morality based primarily on stories from
ancient Roman history. This new Neoclassicism
appealed to people from the lower and middle
classes who appreciated the dramatic story-
telling and the lessons of moral uprightness.
Exhibited at the huge public art exhibitions
known as the “Salon”, David’s work helped stir
up people’'s opposition to the monarchy, and
David himself became the leader of art reform
when the French Revolution of 1789 overthrew
the monarchy and created a democratic state.
(@) In what ways does this painting stir up
patriotic feelings of devotion to the state?
Discuss the theme of individual sacrifice in
order to protect the state from enemies;
note that Rome was a republic at the time of
this story (it later became an empire), so the
painting seems also to champion democracy.
(b) How does the painting interpret the
importance of the family vs. the state?

Discuss the theme of sacrificing one’s life to
protect the state; note that the women weep
because their family will be torn apart, while
the men remain dedicated to the protection
of Rome. One of the weeping sisters is also
betrothed to one of the Curiatii brothers (and
one Horatii brother is married to a Curiatii

sister), so the story shows that both families

T AR ERTERBFEBHES > ME
FKEH R BEEIWS

() EBMEBREMFMELRNTHNERE
- B FERIERBUTERAMIE » £1785
FH TR RED EE "WEL BRR
T8HALHE  EEZ2MRAAFNHEES —
AT MIFEBBEAL BNHHAE - EHFR
MMERAAR? EWESTIMEEARZMNE
B REARANEREREHXE?

A EFmAIRELLES - LEDLAFEEN
REFRABEGE R CEHRETE
EXREBHFNREBESENT2ESE - TEH
EMEEEENAR  BFHERBAERHER -
RIEEIEEPEBENR  FRABRERE
RURBEEETRERERT 2—@ "H&, E

SERRENBT

boobodbdd
Examplestof [ [ [ [

Understanding Western[Art

through[Culture

suffer tragedy no matter what the outcome of
the battle is.

(c) Patronage is an important part of any
work’s historical content. This painting was
commissioned by the French government
and exhibited at the “Salon” of 1785. The
French “Salons”, which began in the mid 18th
century, encouraged artists to appeal to a new
kind of audience - the general public rather
than wealthy individuals, the government,
or the church. How does this work appeal to
the public? In what ways is it typical of public
art? Would it function well in a person’s living
room?

Discuss the large scale; life-size works like this
were too big for an ordinary home, but good
for large audiences in the huge rooms of the
Louvre palace. Note the clear and dramatic
action, which is almost like modern cinema.
And note the moral theme, which makes the
painting an example of “didactic” history
painting, using stories to instill virtues in a

large public audience.
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0 0 0 O EE The Whisper of the Muse

© The J. Paul Getty Museum, Los Angeles
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Julia Margaret Cameron The Whisper of the Muse 1865

Albumen print, height: 26 cm, width: 21.4 cm, The J. Paul Getty Museum, Los Angeles
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Cameron was an early pioneer in making
photography a medium of high art, and this
example introduces some special techniques
of analysis that are unique to photography.
She is also an important example of women'’s
increasing contribution to art production
in the 19th and 20th centuries, in this case
revealing tastes that were typical of Victorian

England.

Stage 1:visual analysis

(@) What does this photograph depict?

(b) What are the figures doing?

(c) Can we tell where the scene is located?
Can we tell where the light source is?

Because of the cropping of the composition
on the sides, we see little background, making
it unclear where the scene is located. We can
see the light coming generally from above and
from the front, there is no clear direction to
the light, nor any clear source.

(d) In what ways is this image more and less
realistic than an oil painting such as John
Everett Millais’'s Christ in the House of His
Parents (or The Carpenter’s Shop ) or Wilhelm
Leibl’s Three Women in Church?

Analyse the differences between photographs
and paintings: the paintings have colour and
these particular paintings are tremendously
detailed; photographs are limited to black-
and-white, and while they are usually quite
detailed, this particular photograph is blurry
and less detailed than the paintings. Note that
early photographswere often unable to capture
very light or very dark areas, whereas paintings

could represent bright light and deep shadow.
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Note that photographs also can’t focus on very

near things and very distant things at the same
time, whereas paintings can. And Cameron
was famous for intentionally blurring some of
herimages, in order to make them less realistic

and more moody or artistic.

Stage 2:interpretation

(a) Cameron called this photograph The
Whisper of the Muse, and according to ancient
Greek mythology, the muses were goddesses
who inspired artists, writers, and musicians
with creativity. How does the photograph
convey this idea?

Discuss the motif of a violinist, with the girl
whispering into his ear; the effect of fantasy
or imagination; the timeless costume of the
figures, which enhances their mythological
appearance; the blurring of the image, giving
a sense of movement and unreality.

(b) How does Cameron interpret this theme
of creativity in terms of gender and age? Who
is the artist, and who is the inspiration?
Discuss the idea of the artist as an older man,
and the idea of inspiration coming from
young girls. This ties in to a common Western
tradition viewing men as ingenious creators
with strong intellects and women as sources
of inspiration, rooted in nature. Note that
this traditional view is challenged by Barbara
Kruger's work Untitled (We Won't Play Nature
to Your Culture ), which declares that women
will not just serve as models and inspiration

that men use to create art.
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() How does the cramped, close-up space
and light effect ourinterpretation of the scene?
Analyse the focus on the violin and the head
of the musician, and the intimate contact
between the girlsand the man, almost blending
into one figure; note the lack of a clear setting,
as though removed from the physical world
of the present; note the lightness of the faces,

hands, and violin.

Stage 3: historical context

Photography opened up new ways of
becoming an artist. Whereas oil painting
required years of technical training to master
basic skills in representation, the technical
skills of photography could be learned quickly.
And because it remained difficult for women
in the later 19th century to be admitted to
art academies and to be accepted by the
professional art community, few women
were able to train as professional painters or
sculptors. Cameron and many other women
learned photography on their own and were
able to practise their art as amateurs. Using her
own children, friends, and family servants as
models, Cameron created elaborate narrative
and symbolic scenes that she shared with
friends, exhibited publicly in art exhibitions,
and sold in the art market.

(@) While depicting an artistic theme of
inspiration, this photograph is also a portrait
of an individual man; George Frederick Watts
was a well known portrait painter. How does

the image make Watts seem heroic?
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Discuss the way it blends the real portrait of
Watts with the general idea of genius. Note
that it was common in England at this time to
admire great individuals and to see scientists
as heroes carrying civilisation forward.

(b) Children became a common motif
in British art during the 19th century, and
childhood was widely interpreted as a state of
innocence, honesty, and uncorrupted beauty.
Cameron herself often depicted children in
this way, using them as angels or as symbols
of purity. How does Cameron play on this idea
of childhood innocence in this work?

Discuss the universality of the girls as emblems
of innocence; note that they are dressed in
simple, timeless clothing, unlike child portraits
of the time, which usually showed girls dressed
up to look fashionable and lady-like.

(c) Inthe period when Cameron was working,
there was a running debate between people
who thought photography was just a scientific
technique of illustration and people who
thought photography could be a form of art
just like painting. Cameron explicitly sought
to make photography a form of art, and she
created a repertoire of specific techniques to
make her photographs less realistic and to
emphasise that photography is a medium of
creative expression. What techniques do you
see here that make the photographic look less
realistic and more “artistic” or expressive?
Discuss the uneven focus and the blurring,
which she intended; the elaborate compo-

sition; costumes; light effects; etc.
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D000 The Burghers of Calais

Gift of Iris and B. Gerald Cantor, 1989. N. inv.: 1989.407
© 2012.Image copyright The Metropolitan Museum of Art / Art Resource / Scala, Florence
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Auguste Rodin The Burghers of Calais 1985

Bronze, height: 209.6 cm, width: 238.8cm, depth: 241.3 cm, The Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York
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This example develops students’ skills in
analysing sculpture, it demonstrates how
public monuments reinforce communal
history, and it illustrates the transition from
the idealistic tradition of sculpture to the
abstract traditions of the 20th century. It is
also an example of modern ideas about avant-
garde genius, as Rodin was especially famous
for imprinting a strongly individual, personal

character on his public monuments.
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Stage 1: visual analysis

(@) What does this sculpture show? What are
the figures doing, and how are they arranged
in space? Is there a front or back?

Note this is a real sculpture in the round, with
no front or back. Note too that it is unusual
to have a group of figures arranged in an
ensemble like this.

(b) How big are these figures? How would
you experience them if you could see them in
person?

They are a bit larger than life and require a
viewer to walk around them, looking up into
their faces.

(c) Like most bronze sculptures, there are
numerous versions of these, all cast from the
same mold. How are bronze sculptures made,
and why are they hollow? Where can you see
hand-worked details on the surface?

Discuss the standard “lost-wax” technique of
bronze casting: (1) make a sculpture using a
solid clay core, covered in a layer of wax; (2)
make a clay mold around the exterior wax
surface; (3) pour molten bronze into the
clay, melting away the wax and replacing it
with bronze; (4) after cooling, break away
the clay core and mold, and polish the hard
bronze surface. Note that a figure must be
cast in parts, which are then welded together;
chocolate Santa Claus figures are made in a
similar manner. Note also that this technique
can preserve details of the artist’s handling of

the wax.
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Stage 2: interpretation

(@) This sculpture group was commissioned
by the French town of Calais to commemorate
animportant event in the town’s history. In the
14th century, the English besieged Calais and
demanded that the town deliver six hostages
to them, barefoot and with ropes around their
necks, carrying the key to the city. Six men
volunteered, expecting to be executed, but
they were eventually saved by the English
queen. How has Rodin narrated this scene?
Where do the men seem to be, and what are
they doing? What visual effect does their
action have?

Discuss the arrangement of the figures; they
are near one another, forming a group, with
the bearded man in the centre leading them,
yet they seem to be wandering in different
directions, withouta common action, absorbed
in their own thoughts. They are also cut off
from their context; there is no indication of
their families, nor of their captors. Note also
that he has chosen to depict a moment when
the figures all expect to die. All of this creates
a strong sense of psychological isolation,
tension, and inward contemplation.

(b) What kind of mood has Rodin created?
What kinds of expressions does he give these
men? Do they seem to be experiencing the
same feeling or different ones?

Notice the range of different facial types
and different expressions; discuss how this
emphasises both their individuality and their

varied reactions to their common fate.
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(c) Thissculpture emphasises the solidity and
movement of the human body. Rodin shows
no dramatic action, yet the body is crucial in
conveying emotion. How? In what ways do
the bodies and their movements heighten the
emotional expression of their faces?

Discuss the figures’ massive size and the heavy
appearance of their arms and feet. Rodin
shows no big movements or dramatic actions,
but he has small gestures and poses full of
tension, enhancing the sense of powerful,
tightly controlled emotion.

(d) Do these figures appear to be victims or
heroes? How do they fulfill the work’s function
as a memorial monument?

Discuss students’ own interpretation. Heroes
usually succeed or do something very
dramatic, for which we admire them. Victims
are people who get unfairly defeated in some
way, for which we pity them. Discuss the way
civic monuments often make tragic stories

appear sad or inspiring.

Stage 3: historical context

(a) Ever since ancient Greece, sculpture was
used for public monuments, either decorating
buildings or standing alone in public spaces.
Sculpture is a good medium because it can be
large and viewed from different angles; marble
andbronze are good materials because theyare
strong and durable, able to resist weathering.
But why do people invest in such monuments?
How does this example help to educate the
public in moral values, and how does it help
build a sense of communal identity?

Discuss the general reasons for erecting
public monuments: reinforcing political
power, propagating particular kinds of
ideology, honouring great people, telling and
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remembering historical events, beautifying
cities, etc. In this case, the monument honours
the men who offered to sacrifice themselves
for the benefit of the town; this encourages
citizens to serve their community before
serving themselves. It helps build common
identity by recounting an episode of history
that is common to all the citizens of the town
and that shows a common debt to the heroes
who helped the town survive.

(b) Rodin  wanted to compete with
Michelangelo and the classical tradition
of monumental figural sculpture. His work
follows that tradition in some ways, but he
also emphasised his individual creativity with
dramatic innovations to tradition. In what
ways does this example follow the sculpture
of Michelangelo and the ancient Greeks and
Romans, and in what ways does it diverge?
Discuss similarities: the depiction of large
figures, the emphasis on the physical form of
the human body, the use of bronze, the idea
of sculpture being used for civic meanings
and moral lessons. Discuss differences: Rodin
depicts very individual men emphasising their
individual appearance rather than idealising
them as beautiful models; he gives them far
more individual psychology than classical
works do; he alters proportions in ways that
would seem ugly, such as enlarged hands and
feet, or heavy poses; and instead of polishing
the surface to create a smooth finish, he leaves
visible many indications of his handwork
in the clay and wax original. Note that all of
these innovations tend to emphasise the real,
individual experience of the figuresin the story,
as well as his own real, individual experience in

conceiving and making the sculpture.
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HAv/hE AN Ma Jolle (My Pretty One)

© Succession Picasso 2012
Acquired through the Lillie P. Bliss Bequest. 176.1945. © 2012. Digital image,
The Museum of Modern Art, New York / Scala, Florence
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Pablo Picasso Ma Jolie (My Pretty One) 1911-12

Qil on canvas, height: 100 cm, width: 65.4 cm, The Museum of Modern Art, New York
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This is an example of Cubism, a particular
mode of picture-making invented by Picasso
and his friend Georges Braque around 1910.
Cubism revolutionised Western art by moving
away from the long Western tradition of
illusionistic realism and opening the possibility
of making pictures that were abstract, i.e. non-
representational. Cubist pictures, however,
still do represent things, but using new
techniques, so analysis of this example helps
students understand how artists began shifting
from the tradition of realism to abstraction.
This radical change is also directly related to
massive changes in society and technology at
the dawn of the 20th century.

Stage 1:visual analysis

(@) How can we describe this work? What
is the format of the canvas, what colours are
used, how are shapes created, and how are
those shapes organised on the canvas?
Discuss the long rectangular format; shades of
white, brown, and grey; the use of lines and
colour transitions to indicate boundaries and
shapes; the concentration of more lines and
shapes down the centre of the canvas, with
fewer along the two sides of the canvas.

(b) How is the paint applied? Where do you
see obvious brushstrokes? Where do you see
examples of chiaroscuro shading?

Observe the combination of black lines and
dabs of pigment; note the various kinds of
highly visible brushstrokes — long parallel
strokes, regular dabs, and areas of smooth
blending of paint; examine areas of shading,
or modelling, that give the illusion of round

forms with areas of light and shadow.
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() Where do you see objects, words, and
symbols represented?

See if students can make out any particular
objects; note the four tube-like forms in the
lower right, which are ambiguous; note the
words “MA JOLIE” at the bottom, and the
treble clef from musical notation nearby.

Stage 2:interpretation

(@) The painting is called Ma Jolie because
of the words painted at the bottom. These
French words mean “My Pretty One,” using a
feminine form indicating a woman or girl. From
documents, we know the picture is meant to
represent a young lady, Picasso’s girlfriend
Marcelle  Humbert, and from analysing
numerous similar paintings, we know it
depicts her from the waist up, playing a guitar-
like instrument. Can you make out a body in
the picture? Where do you see indications of a
head, shoulders, and arms? Where do you see
indications of a guitar body and strings?
Encourage creative looking. There is a
concentration of shapes where the head
should be. Just left of the centre, there's a
grey and white rectangle that looks a bit like
a forehead, with a shadowy patch beneath it
that may be the shading around an eye. Below
that are a couple of horizontal lines that may
indicate a mouth (or two mouths). In the lower
half of the picture, there are six vertical lines
that Picasso often used to represent guitar
or violin strings, and around these there is a
bulky outline that may indicate the edges of a
guitar or other instrument. To the right of the
strings is a tilted L shape, which he frequently
used to indicate an elbow. Note that the words
“"MA JOLIE" float in a rectangular area, which
may indicate a piece of sheet music, which has

the treble clef printed on it.
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(b) “Ma Jolie” is also the name of a French
song, so the picture seems also to represent
the playing of music. Music is invisible, yet the
picture depicts music in several ways; what
indicators do you see of music?

Discuss the treble clef, which is a form of
musical language, just as the words are part
of a verbal language; the depiction of an
instrument; and the possible effect of motion
in the little fan-shaped form below the strings
(these may represent fingers strumming
the strings). Discuss the idea that music is
itself abstract — a song doesn’t represent a
particular physical object — and the painting
has a musical quality in the rhyming and
rhythm of abstract bits of visual sensation.
Also, music is made from the vibration of air,
and many parallel strokes of paint floating
around the edges of the canvas create a subtle
impression of vibrating air, which Picasso may
have intended.

(c) This painting was a radical break from
Western illusionism. How has Picasso departed
from traditional ways of depicting a body?
In what ways has he messed up standard
techniques of illusionism?

Discuss the elimination of clear outlines of
forms; the elimination of realistic colouring;
and the elimination of a clear background
space. Discuss Picasso’'s transformation of
curved outlines and surfaces into geometric
forms with straight edges; his transformation
of chiaroscuro shading into fragmented bits
of shading; and his transformation of linear
perspective into fragmented bits of spatial
recession. By messing things up in this
way, Picasso breaks down all the standard
techniques of illusionism and uses them as

fragments of paint that no longer resemble
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reality as we see it. He still has outlines,
shading, depth, and colour, but they no longer

match what we see.

Stage 3: historical context

(@) One of the main reasons Picasso was so
important is that he overthrew the traditional
fundamental aim of Western painting, which
was to create an illusion of three-dimensional
objects in a two-dimensional space. By
destroying the illusion, he made it clear that
lines,colour,and shadingarejustbits of painton
a two-dimensional surface, making it clear that
painting is in fact a system of communication,
a pictorial language, similar to the way people
use sounds to make meaningful words. How
does Picasso emphasise this idea that painting
isanarbitrarylanguage? What otherlanguages,
or systems of communication, does he show in
the work?

Discuss the visual breakdown of illusionistic
techniques, almost like making a grammatical
diagram of a sentence. He also uses words
(verbal language) and the clef (musical
notation), and he creates a verbal / visual /
musical pun by making it unclear if the words
“MA JOLIE" are just words printed on a sheet
of paper, or if they refer to the woman or to
the song.

(b) Although this painting was a radical
experiment in replacing illusionism with
abstraction, it is also typical of the Western
art tradition in some ways. What traditional
elements do you see in terms of technique,
motif, and gender relations?

Discuss the use of traditional materials - oil
paint on canvas; the common format of a

half-length portrait; and the use of women as
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models. Picasso made some Cubist portraits
of men, but most of his figural work in these
years depicts women, either girlfriends or
nude models, making him typical of male
artists who used female models as objects of
study and experimentation.

(c) One of the reasons abstraction arose
among artists at this moment in time is that
the Western world was undergoing enormous
change in all aspects of life and society.
Artists recognised that the 20th century was
going to be explosively different from all
preceding centuries of Western civilisation,
and they sought many new forms of art to
express the futuristic newness they witnessed.
Probably the most influential changes came
from the sudden development of numerous
new  technologies, including electric
power, automobiles, airplanes, and radio
communication. Tied to this were important
scientific discoveries such as the atomic
structure of all matter. In what ways can you
see this painting responding to these scientific
and technological developments?

Discuss the radical breakdown of materialism
implied by electricity, radio waves, and atomic
structure. People understood that a body is
actually made up of atoms, which are mostly
space with tiny bits of mass floating in the
space. Cubism dematerialises the world,
breaking down hard edges and showing the
interpenetration of matter and space; it shows
perception to be a mental process of linguistic
interpretation; and it introduces a sense of

dynamic movement underlying all solid form.
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© 2012 The Jacob and Gwendolyn Lawrence Foundation, Seattle / Artists Rights Society (ARS), New York
Gift of Mrs. David M. Levy. 28.1942.5. © 2012 Digital image, The Museum of Modern Art, New York / Scala, Florence
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Jacob Lawrence They Were Very Poor, number 10 of The Migration of the Negro Series 1940-41
Tempera on composition board, height: 30.5 cm, width: 45.7 cm, The Museum of Modern Art, New York
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This example is typical of abstraction in the
early 20th century, but is unusual in mixing
abstraction with history painting. It is also
related to the Harlem Renaissance, a flowering
of African American music, literature, and art
in the Harlem section of New York City during
the 1920s and 1930s. It is an excellent example
of a work that helps create a common cultural
identity for a specific group of people, in this
case creating a common African American
identity by representing African American
history using motifs and visual elements

associated with African American life.
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Stage 1:visual analysis

(@) What does this painting show? What
objects do we see, and what are the figures
doing?

(b) Where is this scene located? What cues
give us information about the setting, space,
and environment?

() How was this work made? Can you tell
what kind of materials were used, and how the
paint was applied?

Discuss the appearance of tempera paint, a bit
more muted and duller in tone than oil paint;
note the use of a cardboard support rather
than canvas; and look for places where the
brushwork is visible. Note too that the work is
small, roughly 31 cm x 46 cm.

Stage 2: interpretation

(@) The artist gave this painting the title
They Were Very Poor. How does the painting
create an impression of poverty?

Discuss the bare furnishings, the simple
clothing, the small amount of food shown.
Analyse the composition, with children pressed
behind alarge table; the bold, somewhat rough
handling of the brushwork; and the small scale
of the figures, which accents the emptiness of
the large space around them.

(b) These figures have little detail in their
faces. How does this lack of detail make you
feel? How does it affect our interpretation of
the scene?

Discuss the universality of the figures,
emphasising poverty in general rather than
individual identity; the lack of clear emotion
or dramatic gestures, which directs viewers'’
attention to their environment and general

condition rather than their particular thoughts

and feelings.
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(c) How does Lawrence's use of abstraction
affect our impressions of the scene?

Discuss the simplification of form; the use of
angular lines conveying a greater sense of
hardness of discomfort; the lack of any clear

source of light; and the flattening of space.

Stage 3: historical context

Lawrence was an African American artist who
was given afellowship in 1940 to create a series
of paintings about the migration of thousands
of black people, including Lawrence’'s own
parents, from southern parts of the United
States to northern cities during the early 20th
century. People moved to escape poverty and
injustice in the South and found jobs in the
North, yet many faced difficulties and racial
prejudices in the North. Lawrence made a
series of 60 paintings, of which this example
is number 10, depicting poverty in the South.
The series creates a grand narrative history of
collective black experience, helping create a
sense of common African American identity.
(@) In what ways do you think the painting
emphasises African American identity?
Discuss the depiction of black people and
children, and the impression of hardship and
poverty. Point out that Lawrence said he liked
using bright colours like these because they
reminded him of the cloths and fabrics of the
African American neighbourhoods where he
lived in New Jersey and New York City.

(b) Howdothe work’s material and technique
affect the visual effect? How does it reinforce
the impression of poverty? And how does
it differentiate the work from the Western

tradition of “fine art” oil painting?
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Note the drier, less polished look of the
tempera and the cheap, everyday character
of cardboard. The ordinary materials and
the intentionally rough handling of colour
and brushwork seem to reflect the simple
roughness of the people. They also create
a contrast with the elite high art tradition of
oil painting, helping distinguish the work
from wealthy, white Euramerican culture and
identity.

(c) What is the effect of having so many
images in a series? What kind of narrative or
story does this format create?

Discuss the importance of narrative, of story-
telling, for the creation of history and a sense of
identity rooted in past experience. Discuss the
rich complexity of individuals’ experiences and
the way this format avoids making a hero of any
one character; it's a story of many anonymous
individuals struggling for a common purpose

to overcome racial prejudice.
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Examples: comparisons of works

=i — &8 FRHRBRERIEE
The Trinity

Isenheim Altarpiece

© 2012, Photo Scala, Florence
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Matthias Griinewald Isenheim Altarpiece c. 1515

Oil on panel, height: 345 cm, width: 457 cm, Musée d'Unterlinden, Colmar

Santa Maria Novella, Florence, Italy / the Bridgeman Art Library Nationality / copyright status: Italian / out of copyright

BiEHR (=f1—88) 1427-28

BEE | 667TASD B 3TAD  BENGERITRESESHRE
Tommaso Masaccio The Trinity 1427-28

Fresco painting, height: 667 cm, width: 317 cm, Santa Maria Novella, Florence
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This pair of oil paintings illustrates the importance
of Christianity as a subject in Renaissance art, and
the importance of the Church as a patron of art.
Both works also reveal important characteristics
of Renaissance art in general, including a return
to the human body as a central motif in art, a
new emphasis on realism, and the growth of
private funding to support the production of
public art. Differences between the two stem
from differences between the two periods in
which the works were done, the two cultures,
and the two individual manners of the artists:
whereas artists in the early 15th century were
preoccupied with constructing architectural
spaces with accurate perspective, artists in
the early 16th century were more preoccupied
with emotional drama; whereas Italian artists
tended to emphasise the logic of theological
theory, German artists tended to dwell on
human pain and suffering; and whereas
Masaccio painted with strong contour lines
and harmonious colour combinations in
fresco, Griinewald painted in oil using strong
contrasts in light and colour.

Stage 1:visual analysis

(@) What do you see in each of these
paintings? How many figures are there, and
what other objects are visible?

(b) How would you describe the setting of
each image? Where does the scene take place?
(c) How are the two images composed, and
how are the two compositions similar and
different?

(d) Whatis fresco painting? How does it limit

what an artist can do?
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Explain the fresco technique — mixing egg-
based paint into wet plaster so that it dries
as part of the hard plaster wall. Note the less
glossy, more muted finish of frescoes and the
limitations of the medium: one has to paint
one patch of plaster at a time, one cannot
easily erase something or paint over it, and
it requires a lot of physical labour to prepare

plaster and apply it to a large wall.

Stage 2: interpretation

(a) Both these works depict the Crucifixion, an
image of Christ being executed by being nailed
to a cross. Griinewald's image follows the Bible,
showing the actual crucifixion on a mountaintop,
atthe moment when the sky goes dark and Christ
is about to die. On the left, Christ's mother, the
Virgin Mary, is held by John the Evangelist. Mary
Magdelene holds an ointment jar near Christ’s
feet, while John the Baptist stands on the right,
with the lamb symbolising Christ's sacrifice.
Masaccio’s image does not illustrate the Biblical
event, but instead shows Christ being presented
by God, with the dove representing the Holy
Spirit that God had passed into Christ. He also
includes Christ’s parents, the Virgin Mary and
Joseph, and two kneeling figures depicting the
patrons who paid for the painting. How are the
emotional effects of the two Crucifixions similar

and different? What visual elements cause those

effects?
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Discuss the similar triangular compositions,
which put Christ’s suffering body in the centre
of the image, with people watching helplessly.
Contrast Grinewald's theatrical emphasis on
the figures’ grief through elongation of the
figures, dramatic gestures, and expressive faces
with Masaccio’s stillness and calm expressions.
Compare Masaccio’s  beautiful, harmonious

combination of reds and blues with Grinewald’s

sharp contrast of blood red, white, and black.

(b) How are the bodies of Christ similar and
different?

Note Masaccio’'s rendering of Christasanideally
beautiful nude figure, whereas Grinewald
shows Christ's body as mutilated and broken,
with his lips turning blue due to suffocation.
Masaccio’s Christ remains a symbol, full
of life and graced by a halo indicating his
holiness, whereas Grinewald’s Christ appears
completely human, physically suffering, with
no indication of his supernatural holiness.

(c) The original locations of works of art are
often essential to their function and meaning.
Masaccio painted his image on the wall of a
large church in Florence. It was common for
small side chapels in such churches to be
“bought” and decorated by private families,
and Masaccio's work was commissioned
by such a family. It is painted to look like a
three-dimensional side chapel, with an arch
and columns matching the church’s actual
architecture, but it's in fact painted on a flat
wall. The skeleton below is represented as
though the viewer is seeing through a marble
tomb of the kind that was often actually placed
in front of this kind of chapel. Grinewald’s

painting, in contrast, is the central scene of an
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altarpiece that stood in a hospital for severely
ill patients. On special religious holidays, the
altarpiece would be opened to reveal more
paintings behind, representing angels singing
in Heaven and Christ risen from the tomb,
healthy and eternally alive. Imagine living at
that time and seeing the paintings in their
original context; how would you experience
them?

Discuss the similar emphasis on death and an
afterlife in Heaven. Note that Masaccio’s work
is more theoretical, showing the theological
relationship of God the Father, Christ, and
the Holy Spirit, while Grinewald’s is more
emotional, aimed at soothing the suffering of
dying patients by showing them that Christ
suffered more than they in order that they
could go to Heaven after death. Note the way
Masaccio’s architectural illusionism makes it
seem like God isappearinginthe actual church,
right in front of the viewer, while Grinewald
carries the viewer into another world, where s/
he views the Crucifixion the way it is described

in the Bible.

Stage 3: historical context

(@) In what ways are the two works realistic?
Point out that Masaccio is widely considered
the first painter to master one-point linear
perspective; in this case, if a viewer stands at a
specific point in front of Masaccio’s work, the
painted architecture and perspective match
the architecture around the viewer, creating a
perfectillusion of the painted chapel being an
extension of the real church. Grinewald does
not follow the mathematical rules of linear

perspective and he exaggerates his bodies
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and gestures, but he also renders Christ’s
wounds very precisely and emphasises the
realistic physical and emotional suffering of his
figures.

(b) What do both works suggest about the
importance of Christianity and the Church
during the Renaissance?

Note that the Church was the biggest art
patron of the time and was central to people’s
approach to life and death. This was true in
Italy and southern Europe as well as Germany
and northern Europe.

(c) One important theological aim of the story
of the Crucifixion was to demonstrate that
although Christ was God'’s son and thus divine,
God made Christ live as a full human being so
that he would experience physical suffering
exactly like ordinary people. How do these two
works represent the divine and human natures
of Christ?

Note Griinewald’'s emphasis on Christ’s physical
suffering and his moment of doubt during the
Crucifixion when he asks God why God has
let him suffer and die. Note Masaccio’s more
theoretical illustration of Christ’s dual nature as
both bound in the physical world and infused
with the Holy Spirit.
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The Hay Wain Bl |mpression, Sunrise

© The National Gallery, London / Imaginechina

RETEE (F2EE) 1821

HAHE 0 & 130.220 0 ¢ 185.424% » BENHREERER

John Constable The Hay Wain 1821

Oil on canvas, height: 130.2 cm, width: 185.4 cm, The National Gallery, London

Musee Marmottan Monet, Paris, France / Giraudon / The Bridgeman Art Library
Nationality / copyright status: French / out of copyright

ER (EN% - BH) 1872

BAHME & 482D 632D BENRERERIXIE
Claude Monet Impression, Sunrise 1872

Oil on canvas, height: 48 cm, width: 63 cm, Musée Marmottan, Paris
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As landscape paintings, these works exemplify
the dramatic rise in importance of the
genre of landscape, tied to new, modern
ideas about "nature”, individualism, and the
relationship between industrialisation and
traditional rural life. Coming from two major
art traditions in Europe, they show differences
and links between innovative art in England
and France. Chronologically, they show
differences between the romanticism and the
period generally considered the beginning of

modernity in art.

Stage 1: visual analysis

(@) What do these two landscape paintings
depict? What figures, objects, and actions do
we see in the foreground and background?

In Constable’s work, note the man and boat
in the bushes and workers harvesting in the
distant fields. In Monet's, note the masts
and smoke from steamship chimneys in the
background.

(b) What kind of landscape does each
represent? What kind of weather effect do
they show?

(c) How has each artist depicted the
impression of space and depth? What kinds
of perspective are used? Where is the viewer
positioned in each image?

Compare the use of traditional chiaroscuro
shading in Constable and the lack of such
shading in Monet; note the way Constable uses
the bend in the river to help show a gradual
spatial recession from near foreground to
distant background, while Monet has a more
abrupt transition between the middle ground
(boat) and a hazy background. Note the use of

linear and atmospheric perspective in both,
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aided by reflections in the water, and point
out the horizon lines, which place Constable’s
viewer slightly elevated above the riverbank
and Monet’s viewer high over the water.

(d) Describe the brushwork and colour in the
two works.

Note that Constable has far more detail, with
small strokes and precise rendering of different
textures such as dirt, water, leaves, and
clouds. Analyse Monet's broader, detached
brushstrokes, his use of unmixed pigments,
and his low degree of detail. Point out that
these are hallmarks of Monet's Impressionist
technique. Point out that Constable’s use of
white dabbing to create highlights on water
and foliage was influential on French artists
who saw this painting at the 1824 Salon in
Paris; it helped stir French artists to explore

new ways of rendering outdoor light effects.

Stage 2: interpretation

(@) What kind of mood does each painting
create in the landscape, and how does each
work create that mood?

Students might see Constable’s scene as
calm, lazy, happy, free, sweaty, etc.; students
might see Monet's scene as happy or sad,
chilly, polluted, threatening, peaceful, etc.
Compare the way colour, light, brushwork, and
composition contribute to these effects.

(b) How much does each painter emphasise
labour vs. leisure? How “modern” do the two
images look?

Discuss the motif of work being done in both
— Constable’s cart and harvest, Monet’s fishing
boat and ocean shipping. Discuss the manual
labour in Constable, and the traditional hand-

built home; discuss Monet's combination of
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traditional manual rowing in the foreground
and industrial steam-powered ships in the
background. Constable creates a scene of peaceful
traditional rural agriculture, while Monet shows
industrial development and a more modern,
innovative style of representation.

(c) One of the key features of Impressionism in
France is the representation of motion and the
impression of a scene changing quickly. What
elements of Monet's work indicate that the
scene is in constant motion, and how do these
features differ from Constable?

Discuss Monet's depiction of moving water
and mist, with no stable ground; his motif of a
temporary light effect, with colours changing
quickly as the sun rises; and his use of detached
brushstrokes to indicate random movements of
the water. Contrast these with Constable’s more
solid land, more stable light effect, and more

detailed brushwork.

Stage 3: historical context

(@) Both these paintings depict sites near the
artist's home. Constable’s shows fields near the
rural town where he grew up, and his father
made a living by operating locks on a nearby
river. Monet's shows the port of Le Havre on the
coast of Normandy, close to Monet’'s home, and
his father sold supplies to ships at Le Havre. Both
landscapes thus had personal significance, and
both are being used for economic production.
How are these economic activities similar and
different? Which looks more modern, and which
more traditional? How might they show national

pride?
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Discuss Constable’s calm, traditional farming
and transportation, with people and landscape
harmoniously integrated. Discuss Monet's more
active port, with traditional sailing ships mixed
with recently invented steamships. Note that
Constable includes no elements that look new
or modern. Note also that both scenes can carry
national associations, with Constable’s traditional
rural life typical of English life and Monet's
modern shipping showing France’s industrial
progress.

(b) Landscape became a major genre of artinthe
19th century in part because it allowed the painter
to represent his or her own personal experience,
ideas, and feelings rather than illustrating
traditional stories. How do these two paintings
emphasise the artist’s subjective vision? How do
they seem to express a personal viewpoint?

Note again that both sites were familiar to the
artist. Discuss the ordinary motifs of daily life.
Constable creates a strong sense of the viewer
standing on the edge of the scene, with light
reflecting strongly on the water and foliage.
Monet's viewpoint is much higher, making the
viewer's position seem unrealistic, yet the strong
impression of the fleeting moment suggests this
is a momentary, unique experience.

(c) Another reason artists began making more
landscape paintings was that they often painted
to exhibit works in public exhibitions and then sell
onthe open market, a system that spread rapidly in
the 19th century. Constable showed this painting
in the annual public exhibition organised by the
Royal Academy in London, and Monet exhibited
this painting in the first show organised by the
Impressionist group in Paris; the Impressionists set

up their own exhibitions because they were often
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rejected by the government’s Salon exhibitions,
and the name “Impressionism” derived from
the title of Impression, Sunrise when an art
critic made fun of the painting, saying it was
only “impression”, not real art. In what ways
are these works suitable for public exhibition
and private sale to individual collectors? How
do they respond to the open art market?

Discuss the fact that large history paintings
like David’'s The Oath of the Horatii were meant
to be in museums, where they could teach
lessons to the public. Landscapes like these
two don’t have a particular historical or moral
lesson, but instead create a kind of pleasure
in seeing contemporary nature and imagining
one’'sown personal experience outside the city.
Note that Constable’s painting is large (185 cm
across), making it more of an expensive public
showpiece than Monet’'s smaller painting,
which could more easily be hung in a private

home.

Extension:

Compare to Wen Zhengming's Spring in
Jiang Nan, 1547 (For the image of this
artwork, please view it on page 60 in another
volume of reference materials Art Appreciation
and Criticism in Context Series - Understanding
Chinese Art through Culture ). Since landscape
is a central genre of both Western and Chinese
art, it enables some revealing comparisons
between the two cultural systems. Many points
of comparison are possible, but the following

are especially straightforward and revealing:
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(@) How is the motif in Wen’s work similar to
and different from the motif in either Constable
or Monet?

Like many traditional Chinese landscapes,
Wen's focuses on mountains, water, and trees,
without overt signs of labour or economic
production. Discuss the inclusion of small
human figures in all three works; compare
themes of labour and leisure, including
the motif of fishing; compare the relative
importance of water, trees, and sky, weather
and seasons, wilderness and cultivated land.
(b) Chinese landscapes tend to be highly
realistic, but they are realistic in ways different
from Western landscapes. How are the systems
of perspective, space, and light similar and
different? Which is closer to Wen's work in this
regard — Constable or Monet?

Discuss the high viewpoint and so-called
isometric perspective typical in Chinese
landscape painting; note that Chinese
landscapes usually do not have a horizon
line or vanishing point, and that this enables
the viewer to imagine moving through the
landscape without being fixed in one position.
Discuss the use of ink and various brush
techniques to indicate outlines, texture, and
distance in China; compare this to Western
oil painting’s emphasis on colour, chiaroscuro
shading, and atmospheric shading (as in the
whitening of the sky close to the horizon).
Note similarities to Monet, especially in the
high viewpoint, reduced detail, and misty

monochrome.
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(c) How does the viewer's experience before
Wen's landscape differ from the experience
viewing Constable and Monet? Where does the
viewer stand, and how does he or she imagine
being connected to the space in the picture?

Discuss the way Western linear perspective
creates a fixed viewpoint outside the picture,
as though one is looking through the frame of
the painting into a three-dimensional space.
In Chinese landscapes, there is no window-
like frame, and no fixed viewpoint outside; the
viewer is meant to imagine walking through
the landscape, moving freely in the space.
The viewer can also imagine shifting height,
looking at the foreground from a low vantage
point and then gazing at distant peaks from
a high vantage point. Note also that Chinese
landscapes often have a poem or other
inscription on the surface of the painting,
which sometimes offers a narrative text to
direct one’s imagination. Such textual cues are

uncommon in Western landscape.
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Suprematist Painting: Eight Red Rectangles Autumn Rhythm (Number 30)

George A. Hearn Fund, 1957 (57.92)
© 2012.Image copyright The Metropolitan Museum of Art / Art Resource / Scala, Florence

MAETE (RhEE) (5830%5%) 1950

MARR @ 226725 [ 1 525.8A% » HENAOKRET S EDLE

Jackson Pollock Autumn Rhythm (Number 30) 1950

Enamel on canvas, height: 226.7 cm, width: 525.8 cm, The Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York

© Collection Stedelijk Museum, Amsterdam

BIME (ELEEBE - \BEILENRAF) 1915

AAHE -/ 57.5A% 0 [ 48.5A% - WEN M ETE AT EYE
Kazimir Malevich Suprematist Painting: Eight Red Rectangles 1915

Oil on canvas, height: 57.5 cm, width: 48.5 cm, Stedelijk Museum, Amsterdam
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This comparison helps demonstrate how
abstraction can evoke quite different
meanings, in terms of both visual effect and
historical context. It can help students find
strategies for appreciating and interpreting
abstract art. It also brings out some of the
different motivations for art and abstraction in

the 20th century.

Stage 1: visual analysis

(@) Both these images were intended to be
abstract, meaning they are not supposed to
represent any particular objects or place. What
do we see in each of these works? How can we
describe their appearance?

Practice describing the paintings.

(b) Canyou tell how each of these was made?
What kind of paint was used, and how was it
applied?

This is difficult to see in reproductions, but it
is important for students to understand that
many abstract works such as these rely very
heavily on the physical quality of the surface to
convey particular effects. Note that Malevich’s
rectangles and background are painted in
smooth strokes of oil paint on canvas, creating
a flat surface with no colour variations. Pollock
made his painting by placing the unprimed
canvas on the floor and moving around the
edges, dripping and throwing thin enamel
paint with a brush and a stick.

(c) Even when trying to make purely abstract
works, it is difficult to eliminate all sense of
objects and space. In these works, is there any
sense of space? What creates a sense of space?

What spatial indicators are absent?
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Discuss the fundamental effect of overlapping,
which makes Malevich’'s painting look like
a picture of rectangles floating against a
background. Pollock also has overlapping, but
note that the interweaving of different lines
and colours makes it harder to identify any kind
of form against a background. Emphasise that
neither one has chiaroscuro shading, shadows,
or a ground line. Note that Pollock uses a long
canvas, breaking away from the window-like

picture frame.

Stage 2: interpretation

(@) How do these two works make you feel?
Do they create any particular mood, or do they
create associations in your mind?

People might see elements of happiness,
tension, calm, energy, etc. They mightassociate
Malevich’s work with flight or buildings or
mathematics; they might associate Pollock’s
work with nature or water or dance; etc.

(b) Malevich created the idea of “Supre-
matism”, meaning the supremacy of “feeling”
over the visual, material world. Pollock did not
have a particular philosophy or programme,
but he did talk about representing his own
mind and creating a sense of becoming one
with the painting, somewhat similar to Zen
meditation. How does each painting create
a particular visual impression that matches
these ideas? In what ways is Malevich’s work
more mental, and Pollock’s more physical?
Discuss Malevich's use of geometric forms, his
elimination of colour variation, and the strong
sense of intentional composition. Contrast
this with Pollock’s use of irregular lines, his
embrace of chance movements, and the
way his painting records traces of his bodily

movement.
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(c) These two works differ greatly in scale;
Pollock’'s work stretches over 525 cm in width,
while Malevich’s measures just 57 x 48 cm. How
does size affect a viewer's experience in front
of the actual canvas? How do the two works
involve the viewer's body in different ways?

The massive size of Pollock's work means it
is more of a mural than an easel painting: it
covers a wall; it seems to embrace the viewer's
body in an entire painted environment; and
it requires the viewer to move back and forth
in order to examine it closely, enabling one
to get intimately close to the traces of paint
left by Pollock’s own movement and action.
Malevich's is a more traditional size, suitable
for hanging on a wall and being examined in
a stationary position: one does not need to
move around to see the entire painting; one
has difficulty imaging entering the space of
the painting; and one remains more firmly

detached from the pictorial space.

Stage 3: historical context

(@) Abstraction developed in the 1910s,
with a sudden burst of many different forms
of abstract painting and sculpture. Malevich’s
work is typical of painters who grew interested
in geometric forms as a non-representational
language to express ideas. Pollock invented a
new kind of abstract form with his overlapping
curved lines and splattered paint. In both
cases, however, the artists and their supporters
believed that abstract art could be more
universal than representational art because it
doesn't tell stories specific to one culture and
doesn’t rely on objects or scenes specific to
one place. Do you think abstract art is more

universalorlessuniversal thanrepresentational
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art? In what ways does abstraction break cross-
cultural barriers, and in what ways does it
create new barriers to communication?
Discuss how representational art often
requires specific cultural knowledge in order to
understand a story or idea being represented,;
one must be familiar with Christianity, for
example, to understand Christian art, and you
have to know the story of Lucretia to understand
Rembrandt’s picture of her. Abstract art requires
no such cultural knowledge, appealing more
directly to people’s physical and emotional
feelings. On the other hand, pictures that
show recognisable objects immediately
communicate a subject, regardless of one's
cultural background; a landscape painting
from England or China is easily recognisable
to people from all countries. Abstract art
generally requires some kind of explanation
or information provided by the artist in order
to understand what kinds of ideas the artist
is trying to express. So both representational
and abstract art have advantages and
disadvantages; both require some kind of
specialised knowledge for full interpretations.
(b) A number of art critics in the 20th century
promoted a theory of “formalism”, according
to which art was constantly evolving toward
greater simplicity; formalists said painting
should become more and more flat, reducing
painting to the essence of the medium,
which is pigment on a flat surface. This idea
of formalism actually influenced artists like
Pollock, who thought the evolution toward
flatness was a natural evolution of art. In what
ways do both paintings reduce painting to its
essential elements of colour on a flat surface?
How does Pollock’s painting become more flat

and abstract than Malevich's?
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Discuss the way Malevich's rectangles are
two-dimensional forms on a two-dimensional
surface, yet they still retain a slight sense of
space because we read the image as flat
rectangles floating in front of a blank space.
Discuss how Pollock pushes farther by
eliminating closed shapes that can be read
as objects and by leaving much of the canvas
unpainted, so we see it as canvas rather than
a background space. Note that because it's so
large, Pollock’s painting also eliminated the
window-like effect of Malevich’s work, making
the painting an enormous wall of paint and
canvas rather than a view of a separate little
world seen through a frame.

(c) Many ordinary viewers, as well as some
artists and critics, believe abstract art has
no meaning because it doesn’t represent
anything. But most abstract artists have tried
to express ideas in their work. And even when
artists themselves deny that their works have
particular meanings, their work can still carry
historical or ideological meaning because of
their relationship to their historical context.
In the case of Malevich, he painted his picture
shortly before the Russian Revolution of 1917
ended monarchy and installed the Communist
Soviet Union. Malevich supported the idea
of overthrowing the old order and creating a
modern world, and the Soviet state promoted
abstract art for a time before turning to
socialist realism for its propaganda value.
Pollock painted shortly after World War Il, when
the United States helped defeat Germany
and Japan and became the leader of the
democratic Western nations. He never claimed
to have any political motivations, but the U.S.

government used his work as an example of
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American freedom, in contrast to the lack of
freedom under Communist states. So while
neither artist painted for political reasons,
both artists’ work was related to political
events, and gains historical meaning through
their relation to historical events. In what
ways do you see Malevich’'s work supporting
the idea of modernity and the overthrowing
of tradition? And in what ways does Pollock’s
work celebrate the idea of individual freedom
and self-determination?

Discuss Malevich’s geometric forms, which
looks a bit mechanical, tied to the advance
of technology and people’s modern faith in
science; and discuss the idea that abstraction
in general undermines the entire tradition of
Western art, eliminating art based on elite
cultural knowledge and promoting the idea
thatartcan beunderstood equally by all people.
Discuss Pollock’s indulgence in complete self-
expression, basing his art completely on his
own individual mind and body; and how the
grand size and expansive gestures convey a
kind of ambition and confidence that reflects
the power of the United States after defeating
Germany and Japan in World War Il. It is also
important for students to understand the
difference between meanings intended by
the artist and meanings attributed to a work
by viewers; the meaning of a work of art is
never just what the artist intended, but rather
a complex dialogue between the work, the
artist, and the many viewers who all bring
different ideas and different responses to the

same work.
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The Birth of Venus W The Tub

© 2012. Photo Scala, Florence - Courtesy of the Ministero per i Beni e le Attivita Culturali

SRAREDF) (HEARETEIELA ) 491484-86 © RMN (Musée d'Orsay) / Imaginechina

MAEY & 172.5R% » [ 278.5A% » BEN G E GBI EME R

Sandro Botticelli The Birth of Venus c. 1484-86 =m «fﬁl1 886 B

Tempera on canvas, height: 172.5 cm, width: 278.5 cm, Galleria degli Uffizi, Florence BABF - ® 6025 [ 83A%  RANRCREAEBYIE

Edgar Degas The Tub 1886
Pastel on paper, height: 60 cm, width: 83 cm, Musée d'Orsay, Paris
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This is an example of a comparison across
distant periods of art, linked by similar subject
matter.Ithelpsstudentsunderstand differences
between the Renaissance and 19th century in
terms of the techniques, ideas, and functions
of art. It illustrates a range of approaches to
representing the human body. And it reveals
different attitudes toward women in society
while illustrating art’s significant role in

shaping gender attitudes.

Stage 1: visual analysis

(@) How are these works similar and different
in their subject and style?

(b) Botticelli's work was painted in tempera,
while Degas’'s was drawn in pastel. How are
the two techniques similar and different in
appearance?

Note that both these works were technically
innovative in their time; Botticelli's was an
early example of painting on canvas, while
Degas pioneered the use of pastel as a medium
equal in importance to oil. Note Degas's
special technique of covering the body with
prominent, rough strokes of pastel.

() Where does the viewer stand in relation
to each scene? What indications of space and
perspective establish the viewer’s position?
Discuss Botticelli's clear horizon line but also
the unrealistic scale and somewhat fantastic
effect of these figures floating above the
ground and water. Discuss Degas's high
horizon line and strong linear perspective,
which clearly place the viewer very close to the

woman, looking downward.
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Stage 2:interpretation

(a) Botticelli's painting illustrates a story from

ancient Greek and Roman mythology. In the
centre is Venus, the goddess of love, who has
just been created on the waves of the ocean and
is floating ashore. Zephyrus, the god of wind, is
on the left, blowing her to land, while a goddess
apparently representing spring stands on the
right. As the most beautiful goddess, Venus was
a model of feminine beauty, making it logical
to portray her in the nude. Degas’s bather, on
the other hand, is a real woman in the realistic
setting of a French apartment. How do the two
works draw attention to the women's physical
appearance in similar and different ways?
Discuss Botticelli's symmetrical framing of Venus
as the centre of attention, without any other
objects blocking her from our view; her nudity;
her gesture of modestly covering the private
parts of her body; her outward gaze, which
suggests she is aware of viewers looking at her;
etc. Discuss Degas'’s focus on the nude figure; the
obscuring of her face and expression; the use of
pastel strokes to add a heavy texture to her body;
etc.

(b) How does Degas's work undermine some of
the elements that make Botticelli’s work a model

of feminine beauty?

Compare the graceful standing pose of Venus
with the crouching pose of the bather, and
Botticelli's delicate colour and shading with
Degas’'s more realistic colour and rougher
handling. Note that Botticelli and others often

emphasise the curving contours of nude female
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figures, while Degas shows the woman folded
up almost like a ball. The bather’s awkward
gesture of reaching over her back breaks with
traditions of beauty, emphasising instead the
real physical appearance of an actual body.

(c) Botticelli’s pictureis clearly a mythological
story taking place in a space of the imagination,
while Degas makes it appear as though the
viewer is inside the room with the bather,
looking down on a real person. How does that
make you feel as a viewer? How does that
affect the meaning of the picture?

Discuss the way Degas places the viewer in the
room, making it seem like we're watching this
woman bath. It creates a sense of intimacy,
but also a kind of voyeurism, as though we're
secretly watching a woman without her
knowing that we're there. So there’s a strong
sense of being close to the woman, yet Degas
de-emphasises her physical beauty, making
the picture in some ways less erotic than

Botticelli's.

Stage 3: historical context

(a) Botticelli’s painting was one of the early
examples of the Western tradition of the
female nude. Since that time, thousands of
artists have made countless pictures of female
nudes, usually to show off their beauty rather
than to tell any particular story. What does this
tell us about the way Western society views
women? How does this compare to David's
use of male nude figures in The Oath of the

Horatii?

HRTESEMEE LR TS LNERN
HEHE - T BEB20HR%RE KSR
EHR BEIRNEMEEERAL BN
B BRSNS NREE SR ES Y
FE -RELHBEUARBMEES AT
EHRBEAAELAEOREREAYE
RARES - TEAGREMEMRL AR
FEEEREEBEEA MERARARSEM
HEEENTROMZ  FIMKBBERED
(K& - Fit > BHBEALEREER
AKX ES -
(b) TWIEERBIEERELN  BHMEER
A - ARG EMGERERRN 7 46155
101842 + ERIBE AR BT L BRI B (L 7
HRREIRAE—BE XL EENRERR
BAREE AT R RO BB 2 R AR AR SRR
LHFEEEA - EMALBEHSREE—H
HENLMY  MBNEREEMNEE - T8
EEMBEER - AR E e ER
B HEWERLESHE  BEBETL

() TIOM20CRAEMNERRTOLZ —
HEBREIREBAKREIERFEL - EN
NERNAZREATEZCY ? ERFEMRER

REEMEXMEEENEARIT LR ?

boobodbdd
Examplestof [ [ [ [

Understanding Western[Art

through[Culture

Discuss the common use of women in
Western art as objects of sensual beauty and
erotic attraction. Note that until the later
20th century, most artists, art critics, and art
buyers have been men, so men have largely
controlled the art market and the interpretation
of art. Female nudes usually have some kind of
mythological meaning, but artists usually use
such stories as a way of making it acceptable
to look at nude figures. Note that David and
other artists have used the male nude not to be
erotically attractive, but to symbolise masculine
heroism or purity of spirit, as in Michelangelo’s
David. Male and female nudes thus have very
different cultural meanings.

(b) While both these works depict female
nudes, they do so quite differently. In what ways
is Degas’s picture much more modern? How
have norms of decorum changed between the
15th and 19th centuries?

Discuss the fact that Botticelli had to show the
nude as part of a culturally meaningful story, and
that the woman he painted is imaginary, not real.
Degas, on the other hand, shows a real woman
in a realistic way, with the idea that the viewer
is actually standing near her. By Degas’s time,
we see that it had become acceptable to make
images of nude women for no other reason than
to gaze upon the body.

(c) One of the major features of modern art in
the 19th and 20th centuries was the rise of realism
ontheone hand andindividual expression on the
other. How is Degas’s work more individualistic?
How does it emphasise the individual vision or

experience of the artist and the viewer?
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Discuss the strong connection of the viewer
to the space, including the singular viewpoint
and the unusual downward gaze, which makes
it seem like there is just one viewer, standing
inside the room by the bather. Discuss Degas'’s
use of rough pastel strokes, which emphasise the
artist’s gesture and make it clear that this picture
is artificially made to look like reality. Note that
while Botticelli's is a large picture suitable for
public viewing, Degas’s is much smaller, more
suitable for just one or two viewers to examine

at one time.
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Analysis of individual works

Euphronios (as painter), Euxitheos (as potter),
Death of Sarpedon c. 515 B.C,, Calyx-krater (bowl
for mixing wine), terracotta, Museo Nazionale
Etrusco di Villa Giulia, Rome

Gislebertus Last Judgment c.1120-35, sculpture in
stone, over the main entrance of the Cathedral of
Autun, France

Rembrandt van Rijn Lucretia 1664, oil on canvas,
National Gallery of Art, Washington

Jacques-Louis David The Oath of the Horatii 1784,
oil on canvas, Musée du Louvre, Paris
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