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Later Europe and Americas
1750-1980 C.E.

99. Miguel Cabrera, Portrait of Sor Juana Inés
de la Cruz
Dr. Lauren Kilroy-Ewbank

Miguel Cabrera’s posthumous portrait of sor
Juana Inés de la Cruz (1648-1695) is a famous
depiction of the esteemed Mexican nun and
writer. Considered the first feminist of the
Americas, sor Juana lived as a nun of the
Jeronymite order (named for St. Jerome) in
seventeenth-century Mexico. Rather than marry,
she chose to become a nun so she could pursue
her intellectual interests. She corresponded with
scientists, theologians, and other literary
intellectuals in Mexico and abroad. She wrote
poetry and plays that became internationally
famous and even engaged in theological debates.
Her life

Born to a creole family in 1648, sor Juana was a
child prodigy. At the age of fifteen, she amazed
people at court by excelling at an oral exam that
tested her knowledge of physics, philosophy,
theology, and mathematics.
She came to live as a lady in waiting in the house
of the viceroy (the substitute or representative
for the Spanish king in Mexico). Shortly
afterward, she chose to become a nun instead of
marrying. She entered the Carmelite convent in
1667, but left a year later to join the Jeronymite
order in 1669—and in the process gained
intellectual freedom. The Jeronymite order

Miguel Cabrera, Portrait of Sor Juana Inés de la Cruz, c.
1750, oil on canvas (Museo Nacional de Historia, Castillo
de Chapultepec, Mexico)
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allowed her to host intellectual gatherings and
live a comfortable life.

woman to write and to be a scholar. At one she
claimed that:

In 1690 she became involved in an ecclesiastical
dispute between the bishops of Mexico City and
Puebla. She responded to the criticism she
received as a woman writer, which culminated
in one of her most famous works: The
Answer (1691). This work defended her right as a

I do not study in order to write, nor far
less in order to teach (which would be
boundless arrogance in me), but simply
to see whether by studying I may
become less ignorant. This is my
answer, and these are my feelings. . .

99. Portrait of Sor Juana Inés de la Cruz, Miguel Cabrera

Despite her eloquent defense, the Church forced
her to relinquish her literary pursuits and even
her library. When she sold her library and
musical and scientific instruments, she wrote a
document that renounced her learning, which
ended with “I, Sor Juana Inés de la Cruz, the
worst in the world,” signed in her own blood.
After giving up her intellectual pursuits, she
cared for the infirm during an epidemic but she
fell sick and passed away.

5

Most importantly, he possibly found inspiration
in depictions of St. Jerome, the patron saint of
sor Juana’s religious order. Images often portray
St. Jerome seated at a desk within a study,
surrounded by books and instruments of
learning (see above).
…and a nun

In many ways, this is a typical nun portrait of
eighteenth-century Mexico. Sor Juana wears the
habit of her religious order, the Jeronymites. She
also wears an escudo de monja, or nun’s badge,
on her chest underneath her chin. Escudos de
monja were often painted, occasionally woven,
and they usually displayed the Virgin Mary. Sor
Juana’s escudo shows the Annunciation, the
moment in which the archangel Gabriel informs
Mary that she will bear the son of God. Her left
hand toys with a rosary, while she turns a page
of an open book with her right hand. The book
is a text by St. Jerome, the saint after whom her
religious order was named.

Antonio da Fabriano II, Saint Jerome in his Study, 1451,
tempera, oil (?) and gold leaf on wood panel, 34 13/16 x 20
13/16″ (The Walters Art Museum)
An intellectual

Miguel Cabrera positions sor Juana in such a
way that the portrait insists on her status as
an intellectual. He never actually met sor Juana,
so he likely based his image of her on earlier
portraits of her, possibly even some selfportraits. Cabrera likely modeled this painting
on images of male scholars seated at their desks.

Miguel Cabrera, Portrait of Sor Juana Inés de la
Cruz (detail), c. 1750, oil on canvas (Museo Nacional de
Historia, Castillo de Chapultepec, Mexico)

Cabrera’s portrait differs from other nun
portraits in several important ways. She looks
towards us, her gaze direct and assertive, as she
sits at a desk, surrounded by her library and
instruments of learning. The library here

6 Smarthistory guide to AP® Art History (volume three: 99-152)

includes books on philosophy, natural science,
theology, mythology, and history, and so it
reflects the types of works in sor Juana’s own
library. Writing implements rest on the table, a
clear allusion to sor Juana’s written works and
intellectual pursuits.
The rosary—a sign of her religious life—is
juxtaposed with items signifying her intellectual
life. The books, the desk, the quills and inkwell
aid in conveying her intellectual status. The red
curtain, common in elite portraiture of this
period, also confers upon her high status.

Escudo de monja, 18th century, oil on copper with
tortoiseshell frame (San Antonio Museum of Art)

100. Joseph Wright of Derby, A Philosopher
Giving a Lecture on the Orrery
Dr. Abram Fox

Joseph Wright of Derby, A Philosopher Giving a Lecture at the Orrery (in which a lamp is put in place of the sun), c.
1763-65, oil on canvas, 4′ 10″ x 6′ 8″ (Derby Museums and Art Gallery, Derby)

Two young boys, gazing over the edge of the
contraption in playful wonder. A teenaged girl,
her arms resting on the machine, in quiet
contemplation. A young man shielding his eyes
from the brilliance of the light emanating from
the center, and a young woman staring
unblinkingly. A standing man taking copious

notes on the proceedings. Another man leaning
back in his seat, listening intently to the grayhaired lecturer, captivating his audience like a
magician.
A key idea of the Age of Enlightenment—that
empirical observation grounded in science and
7
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reason could best advance society—is expressed
by the faces of the individuals in Joseph Wright
of Derby’s A Philosopher Lecturing on the Orrery.
The Age of Enlightenment

Wright’s painting encapsulates in one moment
the Enlightenment, a philosophical shift in the
eighteenth century away from traditional
religious models of the universe and toward an
empirical, scientific approach. It is important to
note the term given this new way of thinking.
“Enlightenment” indicates an active process,
undertaken by an individual by the group.
The age of Enlightenment is most closely
associated with scientists and inventors, but
writers and artists also played major roles. They
helped spread enlightenment concepts via the
written word and printed image and inspired
others to think rationally about the world in
which they lived. The provincial English painter
Joseph Wright of Derby became the unofficial
artist of the Enlightenment, depicting scientists
and philosophers in ways previously reserved
for Biblical heroes and Greek gods.
Joseph Wright of Derby

Joseph Wright of Derby was born in the town
of Derby in central England, and save for short
stints in Liverpool and London, lived in that city
his entire life. He was known even during his
lifetime as Joseph Wright of Derby, to
distinguish him from another artist of the same
name. Even though Wright of Derby was the
more talented of the two, he was stuck with the
geographical identifier on his name.
Other than Thomas Gainsborough, who spent
much of his career in the high-society resort
town of Bath, Wright was the most prominent
English painter of the eighteenth century to
spend the majority of his career outside of
London. Operating without the constraints of
the mainstream London art world, Wright was

free to explore a general interest in science with
his friends, a group that included Erasmus
Darwin (grandfather of Charles) and other
members of the Lunar Society of Birmingham,
an informal learned society which met to discuss
scientific topics of the day.
Wright was known for his deft depiction of the
contrasts between light and dark, also known
as chiaroscuro, and his unflinching portrayal of
the true personalities of his subjects. This trait
caused his downfall when he attempted to work
as a portraitist—few wanted a portrait, warts and
all.
The intensity of scientific discovery

In the 1760s Wright began to explore the
traditional boundaries of various genres of
painting. According to the French academies of
art, the highest genre of painting was history
painting, which depicted Biblical or classical
subjects to demonstrate a moral lesson. This high
regard for history panting was adopted by the
British—Benjamin West’s The Death of General
Wolfe is a prominent example.
Wright took this noble, aggrandizing method of
portraying events and applied it to a
composition showing a contemporary subject
in A Philosopher Lecturing at the Orrery. Rather
than a moral of leadership or heroism, this
painting’s “moral” is the pursuit of scientific
knowledge. With its collection of non-idealized
men, women, boys, and girls informally
arranged in a small physical space around a
central organizing point, Wright’s painting
mimics the compositional structure of a
conversation piece (an informal group portrait)
like Zoffany’s Gore Family (above right), but
with the dramatic lighting and scale expected
from a major religious scene.
In effect, A Philosopher Lecturing at the
Orrery does depict a moment of religious
epiphany. Much like the central figure in

100. A Philosopher Giving a Lecture on the Orrery, Joseph Wright of Derby
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Caravaggio’s Calling of Saint Matthew (below),
the figures listening to the philosopher’s lecture
in Wright’s painting are experiencing
conversion…to science.

Johan Joseph Zoffany, The Gore Family with George,
third Earl Cowper, c. 1775, oil on canvas (Yale Center for
British Art, Paul Mellon Collection)

Orrery, c. 1750 (British Museum)

Heroizing the search for knowledge

An orrery is a mechanical model of the solar
system, a miniature, clockwork planetarium.
Each planet, with its moons, is a sphere attached
to a swing arm which allows it to rotate around
the sun when cranked by hand. When in motion,
the orrery depicts the orbits of each planet, as
well as their relative relationship to each other.
The orrery depicted by Wright has large metal
rings which can simulate eclipses, and give the
model a striking and exciting threedimensionality.

Jesus beckoning to Matthew (detail), Caravaggio, Calling
of Saint Matthew, c. 1599-1600, oil on canvas, 322 cm ×
340 cm (San Luigi dei Francesi, Rome)

Although each of the figures in the painting is
clearly modeled on a specific person, Wright’s
work was not meant to be a conversation piece
in the eighteenth century sense of the word, and
so we can only guess at the identities of each
person. Most likely the man standing and taking
notes is Wright’s friend Peter Perez Burdett, and
the man seated at the far right may be
Washington Shirley, 5th Earl Ferrers, the initial
owner of the work.
Several identities have been proposed for the
philosopher delivering the lecture. The most
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tempting theory is that his face is modeled on
that of Sir Isaac Newton, the great English
scientist whose work helped herald in the
Enlightenment. Another possibility is that it is a
member of the Lunar Society of Birmingham.
The events depicted, although exciting, do not
give A Philosopher Lecturing at the Orrery its
high dramatic impact. That responsibility falls
on the paintings strong internal light source, the
lamp that takes the role of the sun. Wright
mimics Baroque artists like Caravaggio, who
inserted strong light sources in otherwise dark
compositions to create a dramatic effect. Most
of these earlier works were Christian subjects,
and the light sources were often simple candles.
Wright flips the script with his scientific subject
matter. The gas lamp which acts as the sun pulls
double duty in the painting. It illuminates the
scene, allowing the viewer to clearly see the
figures within, and it symbolizes the active

enlightenment in which those figures are
participating.

Wright of Derby, A Philosopher Giving a Lecture at the
Orrery, c. 1763-65, on display at Derby Museums (photo:
Mike
Peel,
CC-BY-SA-4.0)
<https://
commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/
File:WMUK_tour_of_Derby_Museum_2011-1.jpg>

101. Jean-Honoré Fragonard, The Swing
A CONVERSATION
Dr. Beth Harris and Dr. Steven Zucker

This is a transcript of a conversation conducted in
the Wallace Collection in London, England.
Steven: We’re in the Wallace Collection in
London. This is Fragonard’s The Swing.
Beth: And the first thing that I notice is this poof
of pink and the lacy white in the center of the
painting. This woman is going up on a swing,
and I notice she’s sitting on a red, velvet, and
gold seat on that swing, held up by ropes, and
this fabulous swirl of a hat, and you can see
her white silk stockings, and she flips one pink
slipper into the air.

Jean-Honoré Fragonard, The Swing or The Happy
Accidents of the Swing (Les Hasards Heureux de
l’Escarpolette), oil on canvas, c. 1767 (Wallace Collection)

Steven: And she looks completely mischievous.
Beth: And of course what’s going on is very
naughty because we have a figure in the left
corner that she’s looking down at, who’s
obviously her lover, hidden in the bushes. And
she’s connived the man in the opposite corner to
push her on a swing, an older gentleman.
Steven: Who’s probably innocent of the fact that
the young man is hidden in the bushes.
11
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Beth: Yes. We’ve just noticed that there’s a
double row of short fencing surrounding the
sculpture on the left side. So her lover has
obviously gone into a little area that you’re not
supposed to go into, that’s sort of overgrown
with wild roses and is sort of hiding in the
bushes.

Steven: Easy to miss, in the bottom right corner,
is a little dog.

Steven: Take a look at that sculpture on the left.
And it actually shows a little angelic figure or a
putti, who’s actually got his finger up to his lips
as if he’s saying, “Shh…keep the secret.”
Beth: We’re not out in the wild here. We’re like
behind a villa or a palace.
Steven: You can just actually make out some
architecture in the distance, just under her left
arm. This is a garden that’s been overgrown. It’s
lush, but it’s out of control. It is nature at its
most, sort of, energetic and fertile.

Detail of dog, Fragonard, The Swing, oil on canvas, c. 1767
(Wallace Collection)

Beth: Yeah. Yapping.

Beth: And abundant.

Steven: That seems to be yapping. Now, a dog, of
course, is a symbol of fidelity. And so maybe the
dog…

Steven: Exactly, right.

Beth: …It’s a little bit ironic here.

Beth: Sort of speaking to the sort of sexual,
sensual being.

Steven: Well, maybe that’s why the dog’s a little
upset.

Steven: And somewhat dreamlike as well, in its
mists. The tree and its boughs are at times full
of foliage, at times are bare and represent
sometimes what is referred as the blast and the
bough, which is almost like lightning
crisscrossing across the canvas which is
sometimes used as an expression of passion,
which would be absolutely appropriate here, of
course.

Beth: And it’s almost like the dog is perhaps
giving away the secret.

Beth: We have behind, just under the woman,
a sculpture, that’s just two little, also putti or
cupid-like figures being playful with each other
and on what maybe looks like a beehive, perhaps
indicating the stings of love.

Steven: Oh, right. That’s right.
Beth: And the sculpture is saying, “shh.”
Steven: This is 1767. So we’re really a couple of
decades before the Revolution. But this is the
kind of indulgence and expression of pleasure
that really does characterize the aristocracy and
the ruling class in France.
Beth: And it’s this kind of painting, this kind
of painting that seems about only pleasure that
Diderot and the other thinkers of the
Enlightenment are going to rail against and call
for an art that is heroic and virtuous and appeals

101. The Swing, Jean-Honoré Fragonard

to the highest human aspirations, and not our
basest human aspirations. And it’s that kind of
Enlightenment thinking that will lead, of course,
to the Revolution in 1789.

Watch
the
rVI5Sjm0xKI>.

video

<https://youtu.be/

Fragonard, The Swing, oil on canvas, c. 1767, on view at the Wallace Collection (photo: Steven Zucker, CC BY-NC-SA
2.0) <https://flic.kr/p/8WgpZD>
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102. Thomas Jefferson, Monticello
Dr. Bryan Zygmont

architectural historian, “In spite of the fact that
his training and resources were those of an
amateur, he was able to perform with all the
insight and boldness of a high professional.”
Indeed, even had he never entered political life,
Jefferson would be remembered today as one
of the earliest proponents of neoclassical
architecture in the United States. Jefferson
believed art was a powerful tool; it could elicit
social change, could inspire the public to seek
education, and could bring about a general sense
of enlightenment for the American public. If
Cicero believed that the goals of a skilled orator
were to Teach, to Delight, and To Move,
Jefferson believed that the scale and public
nature of architecture could fulfill these same
aspirations.

Thomas Jefferson, Monticello, Charlottesville, Virginia,
1770-1806 (Photo: Martin Falbisoner, CC BY-SA 3.0)
<https://tinyurl.com/y5a8n7fy>
A gentleman architect

In an undated note, Thomas Jefferson left clear
instructions about what he wanted engraved
upon his burial marker:
Here was buried
Thomas Jefferson
Author of the Declaration of American
Independence
of the Statute of Virginia for religious
freedom
Father of the University of Virginia

Return to the classical

Jefferson arrived at the College of William and
Mary in 1760 and took an immediate interest
in the architecture of the college’s campus and
of Williamsburg more broadly. A lifelong book
lover, Jefferson began his architectural collection
while a student. His first two purchases were
James
Leoni’s The
Architecture
of
A.
Palladio (1715-1720) and James Gibbs’ Rules for
Drawing the Several Parts of Architecture (1732).

Jefferson explained, “because by these, as
testimonials that I have lived, I wish most to be
remembered.” To be certain, there are important
achievements Jefferson neglected. He was also
the Governor of Virginia, the American minister
to France, the first Secretary of State, the third
president of the United States, and one of the
most accomplished gentleman architects in
American history. To quote William Pierson, an

Although never formally trained as an architect,
Jefferson, both while a student and then later
15
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in life, expressed dissatisfaction with the
architecture
that
surrounded
him
in
Williamsburg, believing that the Wren-Baroque
aesthetic common in colonial Virginia was too
British for a North American audience. In an oftquoted passage from Notes on Virginia (1782),
Jefferson critically wrote of the architecture of
Williamsburg:
“The College and Hospital are rude, misshapen
piles, which, but that they have roofs, would be
taken for brick-kilns. There are no other public
buildings but churches and court-houses, in
which no attempts are made at elegance.”

Thomas Jefferson, Monticello (view from the north),
Charlottesville, Virginia, 1770-1806 (photo: Virginia Hill,
CC BY-ND 2.0) <https://flic.kr/p/5f3Dhd>

Thus, when Jefferson began to design his own
home, he turned not to the architecture then in
vogue around the Williamsburg area, but instead
to the classically inspired architecture of
Antonio Palladio and James Gibbs. Rather than
place his plantation house along the bank of a
river—as was the norm for Virginia’s landed
gentry during the eighteenth century—Jefferson
decided instead to place his home, which he
named Monticello (Italian for “little mountain”)
atop a solitary hill just outside Charlottesville,
Virginia.

French Neo-Classicism for an American audience

Construction began in 1768 when the hilltop was
first cleared and leveled, and Jefferson moved
into the completed South Pavilion two years
later. The early phase of Monticello’s
construction was largely completed by 1771.
Jefferson left both Monticello and the United
States in 1784 when he accepted an appointment
as America Minister to France. Over the next
five years, that is, until September 1789 when
Jefferson returned to the United States to serve
as Secretary of State under newly elected
President Washington, Jefferson had the
opportunity to visit Classical and Neoclassical
architecture in France.

Thomas Jefferson, Rotunda, University of Virginia,
Charlottesville, Virginia, 1819-26 (photo: Michael Hebb,
CC BY-NC-SA 2.0) <https://flic.kr/p/92tErA>

This time abroad had an enormous effect on
Jefferson’s architectural designs. The Virginia
State Capitol (1785-1789) is a modified version of
the Maison Carrée (16 B.C.E.), a Roman temple
Jefferson saw during a visit to Nîmes, France.
And although Jefferson never went so far as
Rome, the influence that the Pantheon (125 C.E.)
had over his Rotunda (begun 1817) at the
University of Virginia is so evident it hardly
need be mentioned.
Politics largely consumed Jefferson from his
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return to the United States until the last day
of 1793 when he formally resigned from
Washington’s cabinet. From this year until 1809,
Jefferson diligently redesigned and rebuilt his
home, creating in time one of the most
recognized private homes in the history of the
United States. In it, Jefferson fully integrated the
ideals of French neoclassical architecture for an
American audience.
In this later construction period, Jefferson
fundamentally changed the proportions of
Monticello. If the early construction gave the
impression of a Palladian two-story pavilion,
Jefferson’s later remodeling, based in part on
the Hôtel de Salm (1782-87) in Paris, gives the
impression of a symmetrical single-story brick
home under an austere Doric entablature. The
west garden façade—the view that is once again
featured on the American nickel—shows
Monticello’s most recognized architectural
features. The two-column deep extended portico
contains Doric columns that support a triangular
pediment that is decorated by a semicircular
window. Although the short octagonal drum and
shallow dome provide Monticello a sense of
verticality, the wooden balustrade that circles
the roofline provides a powerful sense of
horizontality. From the bottom of the building
to its top, Monticello is a striking example of
French Neoclassical architecture in the United
States.
Jefferson changed political parties and was a
Democratic-Republican by the time he was
elected president. He believed the young United
States needed to forge a strong diplomatic
relationship with France, a country Jefferson and
his political brethren believed were our
revolutionary brothers in arms. With this in
mind, it is unsurprising that Jefferson designed
his own home after the neoclassicism then
popular in France, a mode of architecture that
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was distinct from the style then fashionable in
Great Britain. This neoclassicism—with roots in
the architecture of ancient Rome—was
something Jefferson was able to visit while
abroad.
Buildings that speak to democratic ideals

By helping to introduce classical architecture to
the United States, Jefferson intended to reinforce
the ideals behind the classical past: democracy,
education, rationality, civic responsibility.
Because he detested the English, Jefferson
continually rejected British architectural
precedents for those from France. In doing so,
Jefferson reinforced the symbolic nature of
architecture. Jefferson did not just design a
building; he designed a building that eloquently
spoke to the democratic ideals of the United
States. This is clearly seen in the Virginia State
Capitol, in the Rotunda at the University of
Virginia, and especially in his own home,
Monticello.

Rembrandt Peale, Thomas Jefferson, 1805, oil on linen, 28
x 23 1/2″ (New-York Historical Society)

103. David, The Oath of the Horatii
Dr. Claire Black McCoy

No one had seen a painting like it

Conquer or die

In 1785 visitors to the Paris Salon were
transfixed by one painting, Jacques-Louis
David’s Oath of the Horatii. It depicts three men,
brothers, saluting toward three swords held up
by their father as the women behind him
grieve—no one had ever seen a painting like it.
Similar subjects had always been seen in the
Salons before but the physicality and intense
emotion of the painting was new and
undeniable. The revolutionary painting changed
French art but was David also calling for another
kind of revolution—a real one?

The story of Oath of the Horatii came from a
Roman legend first recounted by the Roman
historian Livy involving a conflict between the
Romans and a rival group from nearby Alba.
Rather than continue a full-scale war, they elect
representative combatants to settle their dispute.
The Romans select the Horatii and the Albans
choose another trio of brothers, the Curatii. In
the painting we witness the Horatii taking an
oath to defend Rome.

Detail, Jacques-Louis David, Oath of the Horatii, 1784, oil
on canvas, 3.3 x 4.25 m, painted in Rome, exhibited at the
salon of 1785 (Musée du Louvre)

The women know that they will also bear the
consequence of the battle because the two
families are united by marriage. One of the wives
in the painting is a daughter of the Curatii and
the other, Camilla, is engaged to one of the
Curatii brothers. At the end of the legend, the

Jacques-Louis David, Oath of the Horatii, 1784, oil on
canvas, 3.3 x 4.25 m, painted in Rome, exhibited at the
salon of 1785 (Musée du Louvre)
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sole surviving Horatii brother kills Camilla, who
condemned his murder of her beloved, accusing
Camilla of putting her sentiment above her duty
to Rome. The moment David chose to represent
was, in his reported words, “the moment which
must have preceded the battle, when the elder
Horatius, gathering his sons in their family
home, makes them swear to conquer or die.”

to the scene with a mixture of passion and
rationality.

Detail, Jacques-Louis David, Oath of the Horatii, 1784, oil
on canvas, 3.3 x 4.25 m, painted in Rome, exhibited at the
salon of 1785 (Musée du Louvre)

Detail, Jacques-Louis David, Oath of the Horatii, 1784, oil
on canvas, 3.3 x 4.25 m, painted in Rome, exhibited at the
salon of 1785 (Musée du Louvre)

A rigorously organized painting

To tell the story of the oath, David created a
rigorously organized painting with a scene set
in what might be a Roman atrium dominated by
three arches at the back that keep our attention
focused on the main action in the foreground.
There we see a group of three young men framed
by the first arch, the Horatii brothers, bound
together with their muscled arms raised in a
rigid salute toward their father framed by the
central arch. He holds three swords aloft in his
left hand and raises his right hand signifying
a promise or sacrifice. The male figures create
tense, geometric forms that contrast markedly
with the softly curved, flowing poses of the
women seated behind the father. David lit the
figures with a stark, clinical light that contrasts
sharply with the heightened drama of the scene
as if he were requiring the viewer to respond

An example of Neoclassicism

In beginning art history courses, the painting
is typically presented as a prime example of
Neoclassical history painting. It tells a story
derived from the Classical world that provides
an example of virtuous behavior (exemplum
vertutis). The dramatic, rhetorical gestures of the
male figures easily convey the idea of oathtaking and the clear, even light makes every
aspect of the story legible. Instead of creating
an illusionistic extension of space into a deep
background, David radically cuts off the space
with the arches and pushes the action to the
foreground in the manner of Roman relief
sculpture.
Before Oath of the Horatii, French history
paintings in a more Rococo style such as JeanFrançois-Pierre Peyron’s Death of Alcestis (1785)
involved the viewer by appealing to sentiment
and presenting softly modeled graceful figures.
David acknowledged that the old approach in
the figures of the women in Oath of the
Horatii but challenged it with the starkly athletic
figures and resolute poses of the men.

103. The Oath of the Horatii, David
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Nicolas Poussin, The Rape of the Sabine Women, c.
1637-38, oil on canvas, 159 x 206 cm (Musée du Louvre)

Pierre Peyron, The Death of Alcestis, 1794, oil on canvas,
97.2 x 95.7 cm (North Carolina Museum of Art)
Going back to Poussin

Before composing Oath of the Horatii, David
went to see Poussin’s Rape of the Sabine
Women and employed the lictor, the caped man,
on the far left as the basis for the Horatii and
he directly quoted other figures from Poussin
as well. Even though Poussin was his model,
David knew that he was creating a new type of
painting and wrote, “I do not know whether I
shall ever paint another like it,” as he developed
the austere composition and powerful
physiques.

Detail, Jacques-Louis David, Oath of the Horatii, 1784, oil
on canvas, 3.3 x 4.25 m, painted in Rome, exhibited at the
salon of 1785 (Musée du Louvre)
Personal sacrifice for an ideal

Today the painting is typically interpreted in the
context of the French Revolution and David’s
own direct involvement as a revolutionary. The
exact source of the scene that inspired David
is in doubt but it is important to art historians
because it can offer clues as to David’s intentions
for the picture.
In the nineteenth century, a former student of
David identified the source as the 1640 play Les
Horaces by Corneille that David had seen in Paris
in 1782. The difficulty is that no scene of an oath
occurs in Corneille’s script. However, toward the
end of the play, a minor character comes on
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stage bearing the three swords of the defeated
Curatii. This stage direction as well as other
contemporary productions and images related
to the story of Horatii in particular—and oathtaking in general—may provide the background
for David’s decision to paint the moment when
the brothers take their oath to defend Rome—an
act of personal sacrifice for a political ideal.

Detail, Jacques-Louis David, Oath of the Horatii, 1784, oil
on canvas, 3.3 x 4.25 m, painted in Rome, exhibited at the
salon of 1785 (Musée du Louvre)
Revolutionary or not?

With this in mind, we can understand how one
might read Oath of the Horatii as a painting

designed to rally republicans (those who
believed in the ideals of a republic, and not a
monarchy, for France) by telling them that their
cause will require the dedication and sacrifice of
the Horatii. Those who support this view cite
some of the rousing lines from Corneille’s
tragedy such as, “Before I am yours, I belong
to my country,” as well as the response of
contemporary left-wing writers who praised
David’s republican sentiments. Those who
disagree with this interpretation argue that
David was enmeshed in the system of royal
patronage, that the painting was accepted into
the Salon with no negative response from official
quarters and later royal commissions followed.
In the succeeding decades, French painters
responded again and again to David’s
transformative painting. Paintings such as Gros’
Napoleon Bonaparte Visiting the PlagueStricken (1804),
Gericault’s Raft
of
the
Medusa (1819), Delacroix’s Liberty Leading the
People (1830), and even Courbet’s Burial at
Ornans (1849) confront the Oath of Horatii as
they embrace or reject David’s aesthetic and,
perhaps, political revolution.

104. Houdon, George Washington
Dr. Bryan Zygmont

was a prominent Virginia landowner, leader of
the Virginia militia in the French and Indian
War, the Virginia delegate to the Continental
Congress, and commander-in-chief of the army
during the revolution, before being elected the
first President of the United States) in both
Virginia and the colonial cause, it is unsurprising
that the Virginia General Assembly desired a
statue of George Washington for display in a
public space.
And so, in 1784, the Governor of Virginia asked
Thomas Jefferson (another Virginian who was
then in Paris as the American Minister to France)
to select an appropriate artist to sculpt
Washington. Seeking a European sculptor—and
for Jefferson, whose Francophile (someone who
has admiration for France and/or French culture)
sympathies were clear, preferably one who was
French—was a logical decision given the lack of
artistic talent then available in the United States.
Through basic necessity, this portrait of an
American hero needed to be made by a foreigner.

Jean-Antoine Houdon, George Washington, 1788-92,
marble, 6′ 2″ high (State Capitol, Richmond, Virginia)
(photo: Rob Schenk, CC BY-NC-SA 2.0) <https://flic.kr/p/
7uhqK3>

Jefferson knew just the artist for this task: JeanAntoine Houdon. Trained at the Académie
Royale de Peinture et de Sculpture (the Royal
Academy of Painting and Sculpture, also known
as the “Academy”) was the most important
school of fine arts in France. Its students and
faculty had a profound influence on the tradition
of European art in the eighteenth and ninteenth
centuries. and winner of the prestigious Prix de

An American hero sculpted by a foreigner

After the successful conclusion of the American
Revolutionary War, many state governments
turned to public art to commemorate the
occasion. Given his critical role (Washington
23
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Rome (a highly competitive scholarship that
allowed students to study in Rome for three to
five years) in 1761 when only twenty years of
age, Houdon was, by the middle of the 1780s,
the most famous and accomplished Neoclassical
<https://smarthistory.org/neoclassicism-anintroduction/> sculptor in France.
Jefferson commissioned Houdon to complete a
monumental statue of Washington. Given
Houdon’s skill and ambition, the sculptor likely
hoped to cast a larger-than-life-sized bronze
statue of General Washington on horseback, a
format appropriate for a victorious field
commander. However, the final product,
delivered more than a decade later, was a
comparatively simple standing marble.

of a hero from ancient Greece or Rome. With
clear instructions from the sitter to be depicted
in contemporary dress, Houdon returned to
Paris in December 1785 and set to work on a
standing full-length statue carved from Carrara
marble (a special type of white or blue-grey
marble from Carrara, Italy). Although Houdon
dated the statue 1788, he did not finish it until
about four years later. The statue was delivered
to the State of Virginia in May of 1796 when the
Rotunda of the Virginia State Capitol was finally
completed.

Evidence suggests that Houdon was supposed
to remain in Paris and sculpt Washington from
a
drawing
by Charles
Willson
Peale
<https://smarthistory.org/charles-willson-pealethe-artist-in-his-museum/>. Uncomfortable with
carving in three dimensions what Peale had
rendered in only two, Houdon made plans to
visit Washington in person. Houdon departed
for the United States in July 1785 and was joined
by Benjamin Franklin—who he had sculpted in
1778—and two assistants. The group sailed into
Philadelphia about seven weeks later and
Houdon and his assistants arrived at Mount
Vernon (Washington’s home in Virginia) by
early October. There they took detailed
measurements of Washington’s body and
sculpted a life mask of the future president’s
face.
Contemporary clothing (and not a toga)

While in Virginia, Houdon created a slightly
idealized and classicized (Classical art is a term
used to refer to the art of ancient Greece and
Rome) bust portrait of the future first president.
But Washington disliked this classicized
aesthetic and insisted on being shown wearing
contemporary attire rather than the garments

Washington looking to his left in his military uniform
(detail), Jean-Antoine Houdon, George Washington,
1788-92, marble, 6′ 2″ high, State Capitol, Richmond,
Virginia, (photo: Holley St. Germain, CC BY-NC-SA 2.0)
<https://flic.kr/p/WzmNg>
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“Nothing in bronze or stone could be a more perfect image…”

In time, this statue of George Washington has
become one of the most recognized and copied
of images of the first president of the United
States. Houdon did not just perfectly capture
Washington’s likeness (John Marshal, the
second Chief Justice of the Supreme Court later
wrote, “Nothing in bronze or stone could be a
more perfect image than this statue of the living
Washington”). Houdon also captured the
essential duality of Washington: the private
citizen and the public solider.
His left arm—bent at the elbow—rests atop a
fasces: a bundle of thirteen rods that symbolize
not only the power of a ruler but also the
strength found through unity. This visually
represents the concept of E Pluribus Unum—”Out
of Many, One”—a congressionally approved
motto of the United States from 1782 until
1956.Washington stands and looks slightly to his
left; his facial expression could best be described
as fatherly. He wears not a toga or other
classically inspired garment, but his military
uniform. His stance mimics that of
the contrapposto seen in Polykleitos’s classical
sculpture
of
Doryphoros
<https://smarthistory.org/polykleitosdoryphoros-spear-bearer/>. Washington’s left
leg is slightly bent and positioned half a stride
forward, while his right leg is weight bearing.
His right arm hangs by his side and rests atop a
gentleman’s walking stick.
Washington’s officer’s sword, a symbol of
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military might and authority, benignly hangs on
the outside of the fasces, just beyond his
immediate grasp. This surrendering of military
power is further reinforced by the presence of
the plow behind him. This refers to the story
of Cincinnatus, a Roman dictator who resigned
his absolute power when his leadership was no
longer needed so that he could return to his
farm. Like this Roman, Washington resigned his
power and returned to his farm to live a
peaceful, civilian life.
Washington as soldier and private citizen

The statue, still on view in the Rotunda of the
Virginia State Capitol, is a near perfect
representation of the first president of the
United States of America. In it, Houdon captured
not only what George Washington looked like,
but more importantly, who Washington was,
both as a soldier and as a private citizen.
The enormously talented Houdon wisely
accepted
Washington’s
advice.
Indeed,
Washington knew it was better to be subtly
compared to Cincinnatus than to be overtly
linked to Caesar, another Roman who, unlike
Cincinnatus, did not surrender his power.
To compare Houdon’s statue to Horatio
Greenough’s 1840 statue of Washington only
makes this salient point more clear. With the
sitter’s urging, Houdon opted for subtlety,
whereas Greenough decided two generations
later to fully embrace a Neoclassical aesthetic.
As a result, Houdon’s statue celebrates
Washington the man, whereas Greenough
deified Washington as a god.
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Horatio Greenough, George Washington, 1840, marble, 136 x 102 in, National Museum of American History (photo: Steve Fernie,
CC BY-NC 2.0) <https://flic.kr/p/j4qa7>

105. Vigée-LeBrun, Self-Portrait
Dr. April Renée Lynch

people) was never uttered by the Queen that we
know from so many sumptuous portraits. These
portraits are largely the work of Élisabeth
Louise Vigée-LeBrun, a celebrated French artist
known especially for her lavish portraits of
Marie-Antoinette and other European monarchs
and nobles as well as for her many self-portraits.
Patron Queen

Vigée-LeBrun first met Queen Marie-Antoinette
at the royal palace at Versailles in 1778. The
Queen had heard of the young painter’s
successes and had her own likeness painted en
robe a paniers (in a hoopskirt). The painting is
a majestic full-length display of power. MarieAntoinette stands facing the viewer, with the
exception of her head, which is turned slightly
to the viewer’s left so that she looks past us. The
Queen is dressed in an elaborate golden white
dress. Her hair is piled high and she wears a
feathery headdress. All around her are the
accoutrements of her station: huge columns, a
marble bust of her husband, Louis XVI,
displayed high atop a pedestal and behind a table
on which sits a crown. The painting was
originally meant for the queen’s brother,
Emperor Joseph II of Austria, but MarieAntoinette was so pleased with it that she
ordered copies made for Catherine the Great of
Russia and her own apartments at Versailles.

Élisabeth Louise Vigée-LeBrun, Archduchess Marie
Antoinette, Queen of France, 1778, oil on canvas, 273 x
193.5 cm (Kunsthistorisches Museum, Vienna)

There is an oft-quoted saying misattributed to
Marie-Antoinette, Queen of France, during a
famine suffered by her subjects: If they have no
bread, “then let them eat cake.”
In fact, this statement (which showed flagrant
disregard
for
the
suffering
of
the
27
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end of her life, Vigée-LeBrun wrote that her
father, a minor portraitist, doted on her, wishing
his daughter fame and good fortune; and that
he cherished her early efforts at drawing. VigéeLeBrun wrote that her mother thought her
awkward and ugly. Nevertheless, she grew up
to be intelligent, beautiful, rich, and talented,
characteristics on display in her Self-Portrait of
1790.

Detail, Élisabeth Louise Vigée-LeBrun, Archduchess Marie
Antoinette, Queen of France, 1778, oil on canvas, 273 x
193.5 cm (Kunsthistorisches Museum, Vienna)

Created soon after her swift departure from
France at the onset of the French Revolution,
Vigée-LeBrun’s Self-Portrait in the Galleria degli
Uffizi in Florence is one of her best-known
pictures. It is a late example of the Rococo style.
Rococo epitomized a fashionable ideal, wherein
perpetual youth was libertine and pleasureloving, its sexual gratification taken without
guilt or consequence. Despite this, the artist, like
her royal patron, was extremely conservative in
her politics.

Detail, Elizabeth Louise Vigée Le Brun, Self-Portrait, 1790,
oil on canvas, 100 x 81 cm (Galleria degli Uffizi)
Élisabeth Louise Vigée-LeBrun, Self-Portrait, 1790, oil on
canvas, 100 x 81 cm (Galleria degli Uffizi, Florence)
Élisabeth Louise Vigée-LeBrun, painter

The artist who created this opulent showpiece
became famous and wealthy as Queen MarieAntoinette’s official court painter. She was born
to Louis Vigée and Jeanne Maissin in a bustling
section
of
Paris.
In
her
autobiography Souvenirs written towards the

This self-portrait was painted in Rome; one of
the first cities in which Vigée-LeBrun stayed
during her decade-long exile from France. The
artist sits in a relaxed pose at her easel and is
positioned slightly off-center. She wears a white
turban and a dark dress—in the free-flowing
style that Marie-Antoinette had made popular
at the French court—with a soft, white, ruffled
collar of the same material as her headdress. Her
belt is a wide red ribbon. Vigée-LeBrun holds a

105. Self-Portrait, Vigée-LeBrun

brush to a partially finished work; the subject
is probably Marie-Antoinette—perhaps intended
as a tribute to her favorite sitter. Slightly used
brushes are at the ready along with a palette, she
has everything cradled in her arm close to the
viewer.

29

Detail with palette and brushes, Élisabeth Louise VigéeLeBrun, Self-Portrait, 1790, oil on canvas, 100 x 81 cm
(Galleria degli Uffizi, Florence)

The painting expresses an alert intelligence,
vibrancy, and freedom from care. This, despite
the fact that Vigée-LeBrun had been forced to
flee France in disguise and under cover of
darkness during the early stages of the
Revolution. As she painted this portrait, her
Queen was being driven from power by
revolutionaries who hated the profligate lifestyle
of the nobility and would later execute both
Marie-Antoinette and her husband, King Louis
XVI. Given these circumstances, VigéeLeBrun—–a working painter, wife, and
mother—displays an extraordinarily sanguine
persona.

106. Goya, And There’s Nothing to Be Done),
from The Disasters of War
Christine Zapella

directions. His grotesque face looks out at us
through obscured eyes as blood and brain matter
ooze out of his skull and pool around his head.
Seconds ago this man was alive. Further off, to
our hero’s left, other men, doubled-over and on
their knees, are similarly secured to wooden
stakes. To his right we see the cause of the
carnage: a neat line of soldiers aim rifles at the
men, the muzzle of their weapons disappearing
behind our hero’s hip. But the rest of the gun
is not left to our imagination. Suddenly—and in
such an obvious position that we wonder how
we did not see them before—the barrel of three
rifles appear from the right edge of the picture,
aimed at our messianic hero. Not only is he
about to die, but his executioners are
everywhere. As the caption of the picture tells
us, “Y no hay remedio” (And there’s nothing to
be done).

Francisco Goya, And there’s nothing to be done (Y no
hai remedio), plate 15 from The Disasters of War (Los
Desastres de la Guerra), 1810, etching, drypoint, burin
and burnisher, 14 x 16.7 cm (The Metropolitan Museum of
Art)

And there’s nothing to be done

A man, blind-folded, head downcast, stands
bound to a wooden pole. His white clothes,
despite tears and rips, seem to emit light;
although the man’s off-kilter posture signifies
defeat,
he
is
yet
heroic,
an Alter
Christus—another Christ. On the ground in
front of him is a corpse, contorted, the spine
twisted, arms and legs sprawled in opposite
31
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shades of light and dark that capture the
powerful emotional intensity of the horrific
scenes in The Disasters of War.

Dead figure (detail), Francisco Goya, And there’s nothing
to be done (Y no hai remedio), plate 15 from The Disasters
of War (Los Desastres de la Guerra), 1810, etching,
drypoint, burin and burnisher, 14 x 16.7 cm (The
Metropolitan Museum of Art)

Francisco Goya created the aquatint series The
Disasters of War from 1810 to 1820. The eightytwo images add up to a visual indictment of and
protest against the French occupation of Spain
by Napoleon Bonaparte. The French Emperor
had seized control of the country in 1807 after
he tricked the king of Spain, Charles IV, into
allowing Napoleon’s troops to pass its border,
under the pretext of helping Charles invade
Portugal. He did not. Instead, he usurped the
throne and installed his brother, Joseph
Bonaparte, as ruler of Spain. Soon, a bloody
uprising, occurred, in which countless Spaniards
were slaughtered in Spain’s cities and
countryside. Although Spain eventually expelled
the French in 1814 following the Peninsular War
(1807-1814), the military conflict was a long and
gruesome ordeal for both nations. Throughout
the entire time, Goya worked as a court artist for
Joseph Bonaparte, though he would later deny
any involvement with the French “intruder
king.”
Process

Goya created his Disasters of War series by using
the techniques of etching and drypoint. Goya
was able to use this technique to create nuanced

The first step was to etch the plate. This was
done by covering a copper plate with wax and
then scratching lines into the wax with a stylus
(a sharp needle-like implement) thus exposed
the metal. The plate was then placed in an acid
bath. The acid bit into the metal where it was
exposed (the rest of the plate was protected by
the wax). Next, the acid was washed from the
plate and the plate was heated so the wax
softened and could be wiped away. The plate
then had soft, even, recessed lines etched by the
acid where Goya had drawn into the wax.
The next step, drypoint, created lines by a
different method. Here Goya scratched directly
into the surface of the plate with a stylus. This
resulted in a less even line since each scratch left
a small ragged ridge on either side of the line.
These minute ridges catch the ink and create
a soft distinctive line when printed. However,
because these ridges are delicate and are crushed
by repeatedly being run through a press, the
earliest prints in a series are generally more
highly valued.
Finally, the artist inked the plate and wiped
away any excess so that ink remained only in the
areas where the acid bit into the metal plate or
where the stylus had scratched the surface. The
plate and moist paper were then placed atop one
another and run through a press. The paper, now
a print, drew the ink from the metal and became
a mirror of the plate.
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Bound figure and soldiers (detail), Francisco Goya, And
there’s nothing to be done (Y no hai remedio), plate 15
from The Disasters of War (Los Desastres de la Guerra),
1810, etching, drypoint, burin and burnisher, 14 x 16.7 cm
(The Metropolitan Museum of Art)

War as disaster

The first group of prints, to which “Y no hay
remedio” belongs, shows the sobering
consequences of conflict between French troops
and Spanish civilians. The second group
documents the effects of a famine that hit Spain
in 1811-1812, at the end of French rule. The final
set of pictures depicts the disappointment and
demoralization of the Spanish rebels, who, after
finally defeating the French, found that their
reinstated monarchy would not accept any
political reforms. Although they had expelled
Bonaparte, the throne of Spain was still occupied
by a tyrant. And this time, they had fought to put
him there.
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Francisco Goya, The Third of May, 1808, 1814, oil on
canvas, 266 x 345.1 cm (Prado. Madrid)

The Disasters of War were Goya’s second series,
made after his earlier Los Caprichos. This set of
images was also a critique of the contemporary
world, satirizing the socio-economic system in
Spain that caused most people to live in poverty
and forced them to act immorally just to survive.
Goya condemned all levels of society, from
prostitutes to clergy. But The Disasters of
War was not the last time that Goya would take
on the subject of the horrors of the Peninsular
War. In 1814, after completing The Disasters of
War, Goya created his masterpiece The Third of
May, 1808 which portrays the ramifications of
the initial uprising of Spanish against the
French, right after Napoleon’s takeover.
Sometimes called “The first modern painting,” its
resemblance to “Y no hai remedio” is undeniable.
In this painting, a Christ-like figure stands in
front of a firing squad, waiting to die. This line
of soldiers is nearly identical to the murderers
in the aquatint. In The Third of May, 1808 the
number of assassins and victims is countless,
indicating, once again, that “there is nothing to
be done.” Although it is impossible to say
whether the print or the painting came first, the
repetition of the imagery is evidence that this
theme—the inexorable cruelty of one group of
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people towards another—was a preoccupation of
the artist, whose imagery would only become
darker as he became older.

Goya, This is worse (Esto es peor), plate 37 from The
Disasters of War (Los Desastres de La Guerra), 1810,
etching, lavish and drypoint, plate: 15.3 x 20.2 cm (The
Metropolitan Museum of Art)

Although “And There’s Nothing to Be Done”
may have crystallized the theme of The Disasters
of War, it is not the most gruesome. This honor
may belong to the print “Esto es peor (This is
Worse),” which captures the real-life massacre of
Spanish civilians by the French army in 1808.
In the macabre image, Goya copied a famous
Hellenistic Greek fragment, the Belvedere
Torso (left), to create the body of the dead victim.
Like the ancient fragment, he is armless, but this
is because the French have mutilated his body,
which is impaled on a tree through his anus and
shoulder. As in “There is Nothing to be Done,”
the corpse face stares out at the viewer, who
must confront his own culpability in allowing
the massacre to take place. “There is Nothing to
be Done,” can also be compared to the plate “No
se puede mirar (One cannot look),” in which the
same faceless line of executioners points their
weapons at a group of women and men, who are
about to die.

Francisco Goya, One can’t look. (No se puede mirar.),
plate 26 from The Disasters of War (Los Desastres de la
Guerra), 1810-20, etching, burnished lavish, drypoint and
burin, plate: 14.5 x 21 cm (The Metropolitan Museum of
Art)

Belvedere Torso, marble copy of a Greek bronze original,
probably from the 2nd century B.C.E. (Vatican Museums)
(photo: Giovanni, CC BY-SA 2.0) <https://flic.kr/p/Bp12q>

Goya’s Disasters of War series was not printed
until thirty-five years after the artist’s death,
when it was finally safe for the artist’s political
views to be known. The images remain shocking
today, and even influenced the novel of famous
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American author Ernest Hemingway, For Whom
the Bell Tolls, a book about the violence and
inhumanity in the Spanish Civil War
(1936-1939). Hemingway shared Goya’s belief,
expressed in The Disasters of War, that war, even
if justified, brings out the inhumane in man, and
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causes us to act like beasts. And for both artists,
the consumer, who examines the dismembered
corpses of the aquatints or reads the gruesome
descriptions of murder but does nothing to stop
the assassin, is complicit in the violence with the
murderer.

107. Ingres, La Grande Odalisque
Dr. Beth Harris and Dr. Steven Zucker

Jean-Auguste-Dominique Ingres, La Grande Odalisque, 1814, Oil on canvas, 36″ x 63″ / 91 x 162 cm (Louvre, Paris)
Early Romantic tendencies

have laid the foundation for the emotive
expressiveness of Romanticism (the new style of
Gericault and the young Delacroix that Ingres
would later hold the line against). Ingres’s early
Romantic tendencies can be seen most famously
in his painting La Grande Odalisque of 1814.

It would be easy to characterize Ingres as a
consistent defender of the Neoclassical style
from his time in Jacques-Louis David’s studio
into the middle of the nineteenth century. But
the truth is more interesting than that.

La Grande Odalisque

Ingres actually returned to Neoclassicism after
having first rejected the lessons of his
teacher David. He could even be said to

Here a languid nude is set in a sumptuous
interior. At first glance, this nude seems to
37
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follow in the tradition of the Great Venetian
masters, see, for instance, Titian’s Venus of
Urbino of 1538 (left). But upon closer
examination, it becomes clear that this is no
classical setting. Instead, Ingres has created a
cool aloof eroticism accentuated by its exotic
context. The peacock fan, the turban, the
enormous pearls, the hookah (a pipe for hashish
or perhaps opium), and of course, the title of the
painting, all refer us to the French conception of
the Orient. Careful—the word “Orient” does not
refer here to the Far East so much as the Near
East or even North Africa.

covered his object of desire in a misty, distant
exoticism.
Some art historians have suggested that colonial
politics also played a role. France was at this
time expanding its African and Near Eastern
possessions, often brutally. Might the myth of
the barbarian have served the French who could
then claim a moral imperative? By the way, has
anyone noticed anything “wrong” with the
figure’s anatomy?

Titian, Venus of Urbino, 1538, oil on canvas, 119.20 x
165.50 cm (Galleria degli Uffizi, Florence)

In the mind of an early nineteenth-century
French male viewer, the sort of person for whom
this image was made, the odalisque would have
conjured up not just a harem slave—itself a
misconception—but a set of fears and desires
linked to the long history of aggression between
Christian Europe and Islamic Asia (see the essay
on Orientalism <https://smarthistory.org/
orientalism-2/>). Indeed, Ingres’ porcelain
sexuality is made acceptable even to an
increasingly prudish French culture because of
the subject’s geographic distance. Where, for
instance, the Renaissance painter Titian had
veiled his eroticism in myth (Venus), Ingres

Hookah (detail), Jean-Auguste-Dominique Ingres, La
Grande Odalisque, 1814, oil on canvas, 91 x 162 cm
(Louvre, Paris)
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Peacock fan (detail), Jean-Auguste-Dominique Ingres, La
Grande Odalisque, 1814, oil on canvas, 91 x 162 cm
(Louvre, Paris)

107. Ingres, La Grande Odalisque
A CONVERSATION
Dr. Beth Harris and Dr. Steven Zucker

This is a transcript of a conversation conducted in
the galleries of the Louvre in Paris, France.

Beth: But this did get shown in the Salon of 1819,
nevertheless.
Steven: And caused a real scandal.
Beth: For a number of reasons. First of all, it’s
a female nude, and it’s not Venus. It’s an
odalisque—an odalisque is a woman in a harem.
Now, of course, Ingres had never been in a
harem, and so this is very much a Western idea
of what a harem would be like.
Steven: Okay, so I think that’s really important
because historically, this is completely
inaccurate.

Jean-Auguste-Dominique Ingres, La Grande Odalisque,
1814, oil on canvas, 36 x 63 inches (Musée du Louvre,
Paris)

Beth: Right.
Steven: But it is very much a nineteenth-century
French construction of what they imagined that
luxury-laden, sensuous, and distant experience
was.

Steven: We’re at the Musée du Louvre, and we’re
looking at Ingres’ Grande Odalisque. What’s
interesting is that this painting was originally
commissioned. Ingres was hired to paint it by
the sister of Napoleon, who, at that time, was
married to the king of Naples. What’s also
interesting is that by the time Ingres finished the
painting and delivered it, well, they were gone.
Napoleon had been deposed, and they were no
longer ruling Naples.

Beth: Yes, it’s a real French fantasy.
Steven: It is a real French fantasy. France, of
course, was a colonial power in that part of the
world, and some art historians have written that,
in some ways, these sorts of paintings were a
justification for France in that part of the world.
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Beth: And for France as imagining itself as
superior to that culture.
Steven: Therefore having a moral right to civilize,
so it is very imperialist in its thinking.
Beth: But at the same time, as we’re saying that,
we have to imagine the Parisians in 1819 taking
pleasure in looking at this odalisque.
Steven: Quite a bit of pleasure, and we see the
same pleasure in the viewers in the Louvre right
now. It is this voluptuous and very sensuous
expression of the human body, one that is
heightened because although Ingres comes out
of the Neoclassical tradition—he was a student
of David’s—he is also this important bridge to
Romanticism, but in this particular rendering,
Ingres has taken the fidelity to anatomy as
secondary. What’s most important to him is the
sensuality of the figure. For instance, he’s
extended the back. One might even argue there
are extra vertebrae. He has placed her left leg
in a sort of impossible position. If one imagines
where that leg would connect with the hip, it
doesn’t quite work in relationship to the other
hip. So there is a languidness that he is able to
achieve that would be impossible with a kind of
anatomical accuracy.
Beth: There is a kind of tension, I think, between
sensuality and a distance that Ingres puts
between us and the figure.
Steven: I think that’s a really important point. We
do see her back, but she turns back towards us,
but that look is an icy, aloof, and distant look.
Beth: It’s hardly inviting.
Steven: No, it is hardly inviting. There is direct

eye contact, and yet there is a distance. There’s
always that conflict in this painting. I think
that’s exactly right.
Beth: The other thing is that the sensuality of the
interior, in some ways, really competes, at least
for me, with the nude female figure. That velvet
of the cushion that she is on—I can feel those
things.
Steven: You can almost hear her skin against
those fabrics.
Beth: Yes.
Steven: It’s so interesting. If you look at the
composition, the frame is actually quite long,
like her body is, but she almost doesn’t fit. That
is to say, she literally comes close to touching all
four edges of this canvas.
Beth: So we see in this odalisque an image that
is very much what we would consider
Romanticism—an interest in the exotic and a
kind of sensuality. Although Ingres seems to be
the standard-bearer for the academic tradition,
he doesn’t really uphold that 100% in his work.
Steven: It’s interesting because he comes out of
the Neoclassical, and he’s got that precision and
that sense of the morality of painting…
Beth: And the interest in line and…
Steven: But then he is a sensualist in his painting,
in fact, and that’s something that ebbs and flows,
but is with him for his entire career.
Watch
the
J1JHDFY>.

video

<https://youtu.be/lSV-
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Jean-Auguste-Dominique Ingres, La Grande Odalisque, 1814, oil on canvas, 36 x 63 inches (Musée du Louvre, Paris)
(photo: Steven Zucker, CC BY-NC-SA 2.0)
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108. Delacroix, Liberty Leading the People
Dr. Bryan Zygmont

Poussinists (named after the French baroque
painter Nicolas Poussin). These artists relied on
drawing and line for their compositions. The
second group, the Rubenists (named in honor of
the Flemish master Peter Paul Rubens), instead
elevated color over line. By the time Delacroix
was in his mid-20s—that is, by 1823—he was one
of the leaders of the ascending French romantic
movement.

Eugène Delacroix, Liberty Leading the People, oil on
canvas, September – December, 1830 (exhibited and
purchased by the state from the Salon of 1831) 2.6 x 3.25m
(Louvre, Paris)

From an early age, Delacroix had received an
exceptional education. He attended the Lycée
Imperial in Paris, an institution noted for
instruction in the Classics. While a student
there, Delacroix was recognized for excellence in
both drawing and Classics. In 1815—at the age
of only 17—he began his formal art education in
the studio of Pierre Guérin, a former winner of
the prestigious Prix de Rome (Rome Prize) whose
Parisian studio was considered a particular
hotbed for romantic aesthetics. In fact, Theodore
Gericault, who would soon become a romantic
superstar with his Raft of the Medusa (1818-19),
was still in Guérin’s studio when Delacroix
arrived in 1815. The young artist’s innate skill
and his teacher’s able instruction were an
excellent match and prepared Delacroix for his

Poussinists vs. Rubenists

If Jacques-Louis David is the most perfect
example of French Neoclassicism, and his most
accomplished pupil Jean-Auguste-Dominique
Ingres, represents a transitional figure between
Neoclassicism and Romanticism, then Eugène
Delacroix stands (with, perhaps, Theodore
Gericault) as the most representative painter of
French romanticism.
French artists in the early nineteenth century
could be broadly placed into one of two different
camps. The Neoclassically trained Ingres led the
first group, a collection of artists called the
45
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formal admission to the Ecole des Beaux-Arts
(the School of Fine Arts) in 1816.

canvas, 164 × 139 inches (419 cm × 354 cm) (Musée du
Louvre, Paris)

Less than a decade later, Delacroix’s career was
clearly on the rise. In 1824, for example,
Delacroix exhibited his monumental Massacres
at Chios at the annual French Salon. This
painting serves as an excellent example of what
Delacroix hoped romanticism could become.
Rather than look to the examples of the classical
past for a narrative, Delacroix instead looked
to contemporary world events for his subject.
This “ripped from the headlines” approach was
common for many romantic painters.
Left: Jean-Auguste-Dominique Ingres, Self Portrait at the
age of 24, 1804 (Musée Condé); right: Eugène Delacroix,
Self-Portrait, c. 1837 (Musée du Louvre)

Massacre at Chios: Ripped from the headlines

Left: Jacques-Louis David, Oath of the Horatii, oil on
canvas, 3.3 x 4.25 m, commissioned by Louis XVI, painted
in Rome, exhibited at the salon of 1785 (Musée du Louvre);
right: Francisco Goya, The Third of May, 1808, 1814-15, oil
on canvas, 8′ 9″ x 13′ 4″ (Museo del Prado, Madrid)

Comparing David’s Oath of the Horatii (above,
left) with Francisco Goya’s The Third of May,
1808 (above, right) is instructive. Whereas David
mined a story from more than 2,500 years ago,
Goya instead completed a history painting from
the recent past. This chronological immediacy
only increased the pathos of Goya’s painting.

Eugène Delacroix, Scene of the massacre at Chios; Greek
families awaiting death or slavery, 1824 Salon, oil on
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Female figure (detail), Eugène Delacroix, Scene of the
massacre at Chios; Greek families awaiting death or
slavery, 1824 Salon, oil on canvas, 164 × 139 inches (419
cm × 354 cm) (Musée du Louvre, Paris)

Delacroix has upped Goya’s ante in Scene of the
massacre at Chios, however, by not only
depicting Greek families awaiting death or
slavery, but, by also chronicling a catastrophic
event from the Greek War of Independence
(from the Ottoman Empire) from a far-off
location (the small island of Chios is located just
off the coast of Turkey).
When the monumental canvas the Massacre at
Chios is viewed from a short distance, it is clear
that the artist placed more effort on his use of
color, and employed a fluid open brushwork
rather than relying on line and a carefully
polished painting surface (as the Poussinists
were doing). In sum, Massacres at Chios is an
eloquent painting to explore when it comes to
Delacroix’s commitment to romanticism. The
subject was topical and exotic, and the artist
used color and brushwork to elicit an emotional
response from the viewer.
Liberty Leading the People

Many of these same concepts can be seen in
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what many regard as Delacroix’s masterpiece,
Liberty Leading the People (1830). Although
Delacroix completed this painting during the
same year in which the event occurred, it is,
at its core, a history painting. Indeed, Delacroix
depicts an event from the July Revolution of
1830, an event that replaced the abdicated King
Charles X (r. 1824-30)—a member of the Bourbon
family and the younger brother of the
guillotined King Louis XVI (r. 1774-1792)—with
Louis Philippe I (r. 1830-48), the so-called Citizen
King. This uprising of 1830 was the historical
prelude to the June Rebellion of 1832, an event
featured in Victor Hugo’s famous novel, Les
Misérables (1862), and the musical (1980) and
films that followed. Anyone familiar with
Claude-Michel Schönberg and Alain Boublil’s
musical can look at Delacroix’s Liberty Leading
the People and hear the lyrics of the song that
serves as a call to revolution:
Do you hear the people sing? Singing a song of
angry men?
It is the music of a people who will not be slaves
again.

Eugène Delacroix, Liberty Leading the People, oil on
canvas, 2.6 x 3.25m (Louvre, Paris) September –
December, 1830 (exhibited and purchased by the state
from the Salon of 1831) (photo: Steven Zucker, CC BY-NCSA 2.0) <https://flic.kr/p/9AYXNy>

48 Smarthistory guide to AP® Art History (volume three: 99-152)
Liberty

Delacroix’s painting, Liberty Leading the
People, at first seems to be overpowered by
chaos, but on closer inspection, it is a
composition filled with subtle order. The first
thing a viewer may notice is the
monumental—and nude to the waist—female
figure. Her yellow dress has fallen from her
shoulders, as she holds a bayonetted musket in
her left hand and raises the tricolor—the French
national flag—with her right. This red, white, and
blue arrangement of the flag is mimicked by the
attire worn by the man looking up at her. She
powerfully strides forward and looks back over
her right shoulder as if to ensure those who
she leads are following. Her head is shown in
profile—like a ruler on a classical coin—and she
wears atop her head a Phrygian cap, a classical
signifier of freedom. This is an important bit of
costuming—in ancient Rome, freed slaves were
given one to wear to indicate their newly
liberated status, and this headwear became a
symbol of freedom and liberty on both sides of
the Atlantic Ocean during the eighteenth and
nineteenth centuries.
Clearly, this figure is not meant to be a portrait
of a specific individual, and Delacroix did not
mean to suggest that there was a half-naked
woman running around carrying a loaded
firearm and a flag during the Trois
Glorieuses—the Three Glorious Days as it came
to be known—of the July Revolution. Instead, she
serves as an allegory—in this instance, a pictorial
device intended to reveal a moral or political
idea—of Liberty. In this, she is similar to an
example familiar to those in the United States,
Frédéric
Auguste
Bartholdi’s Statue
of
Liberty(1886). Clearly, this monumental statue is
not a portrait of a woman named Liberty who
wears a Roman toga, carries a torch, and an
inscribed tablet. Instead, she represents an idea.
The same is true of Delacroix’s painted Liberty.

Liberty (detail), Eugène Delacroix, Liberty Leading the
People, oil on canvas, September – December, 1830
(exhibited and purchased by the state from the Salon of
1831) 2.6 x 3.25m (Louvre, Paris)
A revolution for everyone

But if the female figure represents an allegory,
those who surround her represent different
types of people. The man on the far left holds
a briquet (an infantry saber commonly used
during
the
Napoleonic
Wars).
His
clothing—apron, working shirt, and sailor’s
trousers—identify him as a factory worker, a
person in the lower end of the economic ladder.
His other attire identifies his revolutionary
leanings. The handkerchief around his waist,
that secures a pistol, has a pattern similar to that
of the Cholet handkerchief, a symbol used by
François Athannase de Charette de la Contrie,
a Royalist solider who led an ill-fated uprising
against the First Republic, the government
established as a result of the French Revolution.

108. Liberty Leading the People, Delacroix

The white cockade and red ribbon secured to his
beret also identify his revolutionary sensibilities.
This factory worker provides a counterpoint to
the younger man beside him who is clearly of
a different economic status. He wears a black
top hat, an open-collared white shirt and cravat,
and an elegantly tailored black coat. Rather than
hold a military weapon like his older brother-inarms, he instead grasps a hunting shotgun. These
two figures make clear that this revolution is not
just for the economically downtrodden, but for
those of affluence, too.
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young boys can be identified among the
insurgents. On the left, a fallen adolescent who
wears a light infantry bicorne and holds a short
saber, struggles to regain his footing amongst
the piled cobblestones that make up a barricade.
The more famous of the pair, however, is on the
right side of the painting (image, right). Often
thought to be the visual inspiration for Hugo’s
character of Gavroche in Les Misérables, this boy
wildly wields two pistols. He wears a faluche—a
black velvet beret common to students—and
carries what appears to be a school or cartridge
satchel (with a crest that may be embroidered)
across his body.
A modern subject

With no less than five guns and three blades
among these six primary figures, it is not
surprising that the ground is littered with the
dead. Some are members of the military, note
the uniform decorated with shoulder epaulettes
on the figure in the lower right, while others
are likely revolutionaries. In total, the painting
accurately renders the fervor and chaos of urban
conflict. And it is, of course, an urban conflict.
Notre Dame, perhaps the defining architectural
monument of Paris (at least until the Eiffel
Tower arrived at the end of the nineteenth
century) can be clearly seen on the right side of
the painting. Importantly, Delacroix signed and
dated his painting immediately underneath this
monument.

Two figures at left (detail), Eugène Delacroix, Liberty
Leading the People, oil on canvas, September – December,
1830 (exhibited and purchased by the state from the Salon
of 1831) 2.6 x 3.25m (Louvre, Paris)

This revolution is not only for the adults—two
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restored my good spirits.” In doing so, Delacroix
completed what has become both a defining
image of French romanticism and one of the
most enduring modern images of revolution. It
has even been appropriated—although slightly
altered—by the British rock band Coldplay as an
album cover for their 2006 release Viva la Vida
or Death and All His Friends.

Left: fallen adolescent, and right, Boy wielding two pistols
(detail), Eugène Delacroix, Liberty Leading the People, oil
on canvas, September – December, 1830 (exhibited and
purchased by the state from the Salon of 1831) 2.6 x 3.25m
(Louvre, Paris)

Although not everyone can pick up a weapon
and stand a post in a war, Delacroix would have
us believe that everyone can be a revolutionary.
When corresponding with his brother on 28
October 1830—less than three months after the
July Revolution, Delacroix wrote, “I have
undertaken a modern subject, a barricade, and
although I may not have fought for my country,
at least I shall have painted for her. It has

Paris (detail), Eugène Delacroix, Liberty Leading the
People, oil on canvas, September – December, 1830
(exhibited and purchased by the state from the Salon of
1831) 2.6 x 3.25m (Louvre, Paris)

108. Delacroix, Liberty Leading the People
A CONVERSATION
Dr. Beth Harris and Dr. Steven Zucker

This is a transcript of a conversation conducted in
the Louvre in Paris, France.

generally reserved for history paintings, at least
according to the rules of the Academy. But here,
like Gericault before him, Delacroix is taking on
a contemporary subject. This is something that
people in Paris experienced in July of 1830.
Steven: This was the revolution that ousted the
reactionary King Charles X, and installed on the
throne the more moderate king, Louis-Philippe.
Beth: But we’re seeing a moment where the
outcome of the Revolution is not sure. We’re
seeing fighting on the streets of Paris. We see
the very recognizable Cathedral of Notre Dame
in the background.
Steven: Notre Dame was a symbol of the
monarchy. It was a symbol of conservatism, and
yet Delacroix represents at the top of one of
its towers the tricolor, the flag of the
revolutionaries.

Eugène Delacroix, July 28: Liberty Leading the People, oil
on canvas, September – December, 1830 (exhibited and
purchased by the state from the Salon of 1831) 2.6 x 3.25m
(Louvre, Paris)

Steven: We’re in the Louvre in Paris looking at
a large canvas by Delacroix, Liberty Leading the
People. This painting dates to 1830. This is
Romanticism.
Beth: It depicts an event of 1830. This is a
contemporary subject. It’s important to
remember that large paintings like this were
51
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but also impeded the movements of the Royalist
troops.
Beth: But what’s fascinating to me is this call by
Liberty to climb over the barricade, to trespass
that barrier, and to move forward, to continue to
fight even more aggressively for these ideals.

Detail of Notre Dame, from Eugène Delacroix, Liberty
Leading the People, oil on canvas, September – December,
1830 (exhibited and purchased by the state from the Salon
of 1831) (Louvre, Paris)

Steven: Liberty’s face is shown in a perfect
classical profile, recalling ancient Greek and
Roman images, but in doing so, she’s also
turning around to call the rebels forward and we
can see this throng of people moving into the
distance. But in the foreground, we see two very
particular figures. We see a man with a pistol
in his waist. He wears his shirt with no jacket.
He’s a member of the lower class but the pin
in his hat expresses that he’s got revolutionary
sympathies.

Beth: Liberty is an allegorical figure. She is a
symbol
of
an
idea
that
led
the
revolutionaries—many of them, to give up their
lives—to oust a conservative and reactionary
monarch.
Steven: One might just think of the Statue of
Liberty. That’s not an actual person, it’s a
personification of an idea and here, too, this
woman is a personification of the idea of liberty,
the idea of freedom. The fact that her breasts are
visible is a reference to antiquity, to the birth
of democracy, to ancient Greece and the Roman
Republican tradition.
Beth: Liberty strides across the barricade—this
barrier that has been set up in the streets of
Paris.

Detail of Liberty, from Eugène Delacroix, Liberty Leading
the People, oil on canvas, September – December, 1830
(exhibited and purchased by the state from the Salon of
1831) (Louvre, Paris)

Steven: Paris was still a medieval city with
narrow, winding streets. The grand boulevards
of the later nineteenth century had not yet been
built. And so, what the revolutionaries did is,
they dug up the cobblestones that paved the
streets and they piled them up and erected these
barricades that were both defensive positions

Beth: Delacroix’s clearly giving us this idea of
people of all classes coming together because the
figure right next to the worker is more nicely
dressed. He’s got a top hat on, a jacket, a vest.
He holds a hunting rifle instead of a pistol. And
so this revolution is not only for the poor. It’s
also for the middle classes. Which is what makes
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it so profoundly dangerous. This is not one class
against another. These are the people coming
together.
Steven: On the right side of the canvas is a boy
who holds not one but two pistols and seems
rather wild. He’s a schoolboy and you know that
from the velvet cap he wears and from the
satchel at his side.
Beth: Below him, we see two soldiers who have
fallen, and so it’s not just that Delacroix’s giving
us this sense of victory, of Liberty striding
forward, but also the terrible costs of revolution.
Steven: Best summed up for me by the man in
the lower-left who’s wearing a nightshirt as if
he’s been dragged from his bed and murdered
by Royalist soldiers. He’s only wearing one sock.
His shirt is drawn up and so he’s nude from the
waist down.
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Steven: The entire scene is one of chaos, one of
energy. It is filled with diagonals, with smoke,
with movement, and yet Delacroix has also
contrived a classicizing pyramid to organize all
of these figures, creating a sense of order within
the chaos. One of the reasons the painting feels
so energetic is because of the loose brushwork
and because of the brilliant colors that Delacroix
uses. The tricolor, the blues in the sky, the red
sash of the figure that looks up to Liberty, all
stand out and are in stark contrast to the more
muted colors that were traditional at this
moment.
Beth: Delacroix is violating so many of the rules
of the Academy. This is not a painting with a
perfect finish. In other words, we easily see the
hand of the artist, the brushwork. This is not a
painting where we see careful attention to line
and contour. Rather, we have a sense of the
openness of contours, of the looseness of the
handling of the paint.
Steven: And the contingency of each of these
figures that if we waited just a moment, they
would all have shifted position.

Eugène Delacroix, July 28: Liberty Leading the People, oil
on canvas, September – December, 1830 (exhibited and
purchased by the state from the Salon of 1831) 2.6 x 3.25m
(Louvre, Paris)

Beth: His shirt is bloody and he’s incredibly close
to us. In fact, his right arm is foreshortened and
moves into our space. But the figures in the
foreground of the dead and the dying and the
wounded are all in our space. This is a painting
much like Gericault’s Raft of the Medusa, or
Gros’ Pest House in Jaffa, that puts forward the
violence in an unidealized way.

Beth: This painting was purchased by King Louis
Philippe to show that he was a champion of
Republican values and by Republican, we mean
the ideals of democracy. But, before the decade
was over, in 1839, the painting was returned to
Delacroix because it was perceived as
dangerous. This was an image that showed
people coming together to overthrow a king,
after all. But in 1848, at the time of the next
Revolution when Louis Philippe is ousted, this
painting is returned to the museum once again.
This is a good reminder of just how politicized
art could be in the nineteenth century in France.
Watch the video <https://youtu.be/6skizQlCuU>.

109. Cole, View from Mount Holyoke,
Northampton, Massachusetts, after a
Thunderstorm—The Oxbow
Dr. Bryan Zygmont

An American painter born in England

During the nineteenth century—an expanse of
time that saw the elevation of landscape painting
to a point of national pride—Thomas Cole
reigned supreme as the undisputed leader of the
Hudson River School of landscape painters (not
an actual school, but a group of New York citybased landscape painters). It is ironic, however,
that the person who most embodies the beauty
and grandeur of the American wilderness during
the first half of the nineteenth century was not
originally from the United States, but was
instead born and lived the first seventeen years
of his life in Great Britain. Originally from
Bolton-le-Moor in Lancashire (England), the
Cole family immigrated to the United States in
1818, first settling in Philadelphia before
eventually moving to Steubenville, Ohio, a locale
then on the edge of wilderness of the American
West.

At The Metropolitan Museum of Art, looking at Thomas
Cole, View from Mount Holyoke, Northampton,
Massachusetts, after a Thunderstorm—The Oxbow, 1836,
oil on canvas, 130.8 x 193 cm (The Metropolitan Museum
of Art) (photo: Steven Zucker, CC BY-NC-SA 2.0)
<https://flic.kr/p/rzBs7Y>
Early years

Cole worked briefly in Ohio as an itinerant
portraitist but returned to Philadelphia in 1823 at
the age of 22 to pursue art instruction that was
then unavailable in Ohio. Two years later, Cole
moved to New York City where he exchanged
his aspirations of painting large-scale historical
compositions for the more reasonable artistic
goal of completing landscapes. For instruction,
Cole turned to a book, William Oram’s Precepts
55
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and Observations on the Art of Colouring in
Landscaping (1810), an instructional text that
had a profound effect on Cole for the remainder
of his artistic career.

William Oram, Precepts and observations on the art of
colouring in landscape painting <https://openlibrary.org/
books/OL24631143M/
Precepts_and_observations_on_the_art_
of_colouring_in_landscape_painting> (Charles Clarke, 1810)

Thomas Cole, The Course of Empire: Destruction, 1833-36, oil on canvas, 39 ½ × 63 ½” (The New-York
Historical Society)

109. The Oxbow, Cole
An important ally and an influential patron

Cole found quick success in New York City. In
the year of his arrival, 1825, John Trumbull, the
patriarch of American portraiture and history
painting, and the president of the American
Academy of Design “discovered” Cole, and the
older artist made it an immediate goal to
promote the talented landscape painter. In the
months to follow, Trumbull introduced Cole to
many of the wealthy and prominent men who
would become his most influential patrons in
the decades to follow. One such man was Luman
Reed, an affluent merchant who, in 1836,
commissioned Cole to paint the five-canvas
series The Course of Empire.
Landscapes imbued with a moral message

It is in this series—and in many of the paintings
to follow—that Thomas Cole found the aesthetic
voice to lift the genre of landscape painting to
a level that approached history painting. During
the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, great
artists aspired to complete large-scale historical
compositions, paintings that often had an
instructive moral message. Landscape paintings,
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in contrast, were often though more imitative
than innovative. But in The Course of Empire,
Cole was able to take the American landscape
and imbue it with a moral message, as was often
found in history paintings. Indeed, the
landscapes Cole began to paint in the 1830s were
not entirely about the land. In these works, Cole
used the land as a way to say something
important about the United States.
The Oxbow: More than a bend in the Connecticut River

A wonderful illustration of this is Cole’s 1836
masterwork, A View from Mount Holyoke,
Northampton,
Massachusetts,
after
a
Thunderstorm, a painting that is generally (and
mercifully) known as The Oxbow. At first glance,
this painting may seem to be nothing more than
an interesting view of a recognizable bend in
the Connecticut River. But when viewed through
the lens of nineteenth-century political ideology,
this painting eloquently speaks about the widely
discussed topic of westward expansion.
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Thomas Cole, View from Mount Holyoke, Northampton, Massachusetts, after a Thunderstorm—The Oxbow, 1836, oil on
canvas, 51 1/2 x 76″ / 130.8 x 193 cm (The Metropolitan Museum of Art)

When looking at The Oxbow, the viewer can
clearly see that Cole used a diagonal line from
the lower right to the upper left to divide the
composition into two unequal halves. The lefthand side of the painting depicts a sublime view
of the land, a perspective that elicits feelings of
danger and even fear. This is enhanced by the
gloomy storm clouds that seem to pummel the
not-too-distant middle ground with rain. This
part of the painting depicts a virginal landscape,
nature created by God and untouched by man. It
is wild, unruly, and untamed.

Blasted Tree (detail), Thomas Cole, The Oxbow, 1836, oil
on canvas, 51 1/2 x 76″ / 130.8 x 193 cm (The Metropolitan
Museum of Art)

Within the construction of American landscape
painting, American artists often visually
represented the notion of the untamed
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wilderness through the “Blasted Tree, a motif
Cole paints into the lower left corner. That such
a formidable tree could be obliterated in such a
way suggests the herculean power of Nature.
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Manifest Destiny. During the nineteenth
century, discussions of westward expansion
dominated political discourse. The Louisiana
Purchase of 1804 essentially doubled the size of
the United States, and many believed that it was
a divinely ordained obligation of Americans to
settle
this
westward
territory. In The
Oxbow, Cole visually shows the benefits of this
process. The land to the east is ordered,
productive, and useful. In contrast, the land to
the west remains unbridled. Further westward
expansion—a change that is destined to
happen—is shown to positively alter the land.

Pastoral landscape (detail), Thomas Cole, The Oxbow,
1836, oil on canvas, 51 1/2 x 76″ / 130.8 x 193 cm (The
Metropolitan Museum of Art)

If the left side of this painting is sublime in tenor,
on the right side of the composition we can
observe a peaceful, pastoral landscape that
humankind has subjugated to their will. The
land, which was once as disorderly as that on the
left side of the painting, has now been overtaken
by
the
order
and
regulation
of
agriculture. Animals graze. Crops grow. Smoke
billows from chimneys. Boats sail upon the
river. What was once wild has been tamed. The
thunderstorm, which threatens the left side of
the painting, has left the land on the right
refreshed and no worse for the wear. The sun
shines brightly, filling the right side of the
painting with the golden glow of a fresh
afternoon.
Manifest Destiny

When viewed together, the right side of the
painting—the view to the east—and that of the
left—the west—clearly speak to the ideology of

Self-Portrait (detail), Thomas Cole, The Oxbow, 1836, oil
on canvas, 51 1/2 x 76″ / 130.8 x 193 cm (The Metropolitan
Museum of Art)

Although Cole was the most influential
landscape artist of the first half of the nineteenth
century, he was not completely adverse to figure
painting. Indeed, a close look at The Oxbow,
reveals an easily overlooked self-portrait in the
lower part of the painting. Cole wears a coat
and hat and stands before a stretched canvas
placed on an easel, paintbrush in hand. The artist
pauses, as if in the middle of the brushstroke,
to engage the viewer. This work, then, in a kind
of “artist in his studio” self-portrait—is akin, in
many ways, to Charles Willson Peale’s 1822
work The Artist in His Museum. In each, the artist
depicts himself in his own setting. For Peale, this
was his natural history museum in
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Philadelphia. For Cole, this was the nature he is
most well known for painting.

Lasting influence

Frederic Edwin Church, Heart of the Andes, 1859, oil on
canvas, 168 x 302.9 cm (The Metropolitan Museum of Art)

Charles Wilson Peale, The Artist in His Museum, 1822, oil
on canvas, 263.5 x 202.9 cm (Philadelphia Museum of Art)

Although he only formally accepted one pupil
for instruction—this was, of course, Frederic
Edwin Church—Thomas Cole exerted a powerful
influence on the course of landscape painting
in the United States during the nineteenth
century. Not content to merely paint the land,
Cole elevated the landscape genre to approach
the status of historical painting. The landscape
painters who followed during the middle of the
nineteenth century—Church, Durand, Bierstadt,
and others—would often follow the trail that
Cole had blazed.

109. Cole, View from Mount Holyoke,
Northampton, Massachusetts, after a
Thunderstorm—The Oxbow
A CONVERSATION
Dr. Beth Harris and Dr. Steven Zucker

This is a transcript of a conversation conducted
in the Metropolitain Museum of Art in New York
City, New York.

Beth: Right. But we know it as “The Oxbow.”
Steven: It’s a Hudson River School painting by
Thomas Cole, who’s credited with founding
American landscape painting.
Beth: Landscape painting was ranked very low
by the academies in Europe.
Steven: And painting was ranked very low in
American society. That’s true. And when
Americans did want paintings, they didn’t want
grand, mythological scenes. They wanted
portraits or landscapes—or views like this one.
Steven: This is a view of a well-known, unusual,
natural scene, a place where the Connecticut
River bends back on itself.

Thomas Cole, View from Mount Holyoke, Northampton,
Massachusetts, after a Thunderstorm—The Oxbow, 1836, oil
on canvas, 130.8 x 193 cm (The Metropolitan Museum of Art)
(photo: Steven Zucker, CC BY-NC-SA 2.0) <https://flic.kr/p/
rizz68>

Beth: This is a really large painting. I think it’s
five or six feet wide and five feet high, and that
speaks to the importance that Thomas Cole
wanted to give to landscape painting. Landscape
painting was considered this lowly genre, but
here it’s made not only large in size but Cole,
here in this view, is trying to say something
more with landscape. When we think of Thomas

Steven: We’re in the Metropolitan Museum of
Art looking at Thomas Cole’s View from Mount
Holyoke, Northampton, Massachusetts, after a
Thunderstorm—The Oxbow.
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Cole, we think of The Course of Empire, or The
Voyage of Life, these moments when he tries to
use landscape to say something big, but
something big is hidden here, too.
Steven: This is really ambitious. It’s not just
landscape. It’s about transformation. It’s about
time. It’s about a kind of metamorphosis.
Beth: Well, it’s about America, and what America
is going to become.
Steven: So on the left side, we see a stormravaged landscape. We see a broken tree. We see
rain pouring down, birds that seem to be frantic
as they fly through the sky, and we can even
make out a little bit of a lightning bolt at the
extreme left.
Beth: So we have what art historians and art
critics at the time even referred to as “the
sublime,” an image of nature that is wild and
untamed and frightening and awesome.
Steven: This untouched wilderness, this virgin
forest, was seen in stark contrast to the built
environment of Old Europe, and so here was a
promise of the new. It was America as a new
Eden.
Beth: And this is so different than what Cole
gives us on the other side, which is Americans
settling this virgin landscape, transforming it
into cultivated plots of land, into areas to graze
their livestock, into places to settle and build
homes. And the storm is passing, the sun is
coming, and there’s a sense that this settling
of the land is something which is ordained by
God—which is approved by God.
Steven: And this is really tied in with the
American notion of Manifest Destiny, that
Americans were meant to tame this landscape,
that this was ours. In fact, at least one art
historian has looked at the hill in the center of
the painting and read in that Hebrew letters.

Thomas Cole, The Oxbow, 1836, oil on canvas, 130.8 x
193 cm (The Metropolitan Museum of Art) (photo: Steven
Zucker, CC BY-NC-SA 2.0) <https://flic.kr/p/rizAmp>

Beth: When looked at from above, and in reverse,
from God’s viewpoint, they seem to read from
the Hebrew, the word “Shaddai,” which means
“almighty”, referring to God. So that idea that
this is God’s plan, and God has blessed America.
Steven: Now in art historical terms what this is,
is the transition from the sublime to the pastoral.
Beth: The pastoral being a peaceful idea of
landscape, of man inhabiting landscape with a
sense of tranquility and peacefulness.
Steven: And we can see that in all of these
anecdotal vignettes that Cole gives us. If you
look at the lower right corner of the painting,
for instance, you can see a ferry that’s been
carefully rendered. You can see people that have
been let off at one side, and people who are now
crossing over to the other.
Beth: And a pathway that goes down to some
farmland, and places where sheep are grazing,
and our eye can travel up and back through the
chimney stacks of a few houses here and there,
up through a valley where the sun is shining
between two hills, and up those bright clouds
and the sunshine, and that sense of promise.
Steven: There’s also a wonderful specificity that
I think is very much meant to entertain and to
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represent the particularity of nature. If you look
at the left side, you can see there are fungi that
are growing out of the blasted tree trunk. You
can just make out a bird on one of the blasted
bows, but probably the most fun is at the bottom
center of the canvas, the artist himself looking
back at us.

Thomas Cole, The Oxbow, 1836, oil on canvas, 130.8 x
193 cm (The Metropolitan Museum of Art) (photo: Steven
Zucker, CC BY-NC-SA 2.0) <https://flic.kr/p/rks8aV>

Beth: Next to him, just slightly up the hill, are
his supplies: his umbrella that will shelter him, a
portfolio, a chair.
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Steven: But that chair is also a cross. So we
understand not only the passage of time
here—the transition from wilderness to a
paradise that man is creating—but we also
understand this all within a Christian context.
Beth: His portfolio, which has his name on it,
reads as the signature of this painting, and also
reads as a tombstone for the artist. So there is
that sense of the passage of time. But I want to
go back to a word that you used a moment ago,
and that was “entertain,” because here we are
in the first half of the nineteenth century, and
there’s a middle-class audience and a new rising
merchant class from which Cole is drawing his
patrons, but there is also this real need to
entertain, to exhibit these paintings and make
them fun for people to look at. This is not
complicated.
Steven: It’s not mythology.
Beth: No. It’s something that everyday
Americans could relate to and really fall in love
with.
Watch
the
RQ0855yB2ZM>.

video

<https://youtu.be/

110. Daguerre, Still Life in Studio
Dr. Rebecca Jeffrey Easby

nineteenth century. Artists from the Renaissance
onwards used a camera obscura (Latin for dark
chamber), or a small hole in the wall of a
darkened box that would pass light through the
hole and project an upside-down image of
whatever was outside the box. However, it was
not until the invention of a light-sensitive
surface by Frenchman Joseph Nicéphore Niépce
that the basic principle of photography was
born.
From this point the development of photography
largely related to technological improvements in
three areas, speed, resolution and permanence.
The first photographs, such as Niépce’s
famous View from the Window at Gras (1826)
required a very slow speed (a long exposure
period), in this case about 8 hours, obviously
making many subjects difficult, if not impossible,
to photograph. Taken using a camera obscura
to expose a copper plate coated in silver and
pewter, Niépce’s image looks out of an upstairs
window, and part of the blurry quality is due
to changing conditions during the long exposure
time, causing the resolution, or clarity of the
image, to be grainy and hard to read. An
additional challenge was the issue of
permanence, or how to successfully stop any
further reaction of the light-sensitive surface
once the desired exposure had been achieved.
Many of Niépce’s early images simply turned
black over time due to continued exposure to
light. This problem was largely solved in 1839 by

Joseph Nicéphore Niépce, View from the Window at Gras
(1826)

By modern standards, nineteenth-century
photography can appear rather primitive. While
the stark black and white landscapes and
unsmiling people have their own austere beauty,
these images also challenge our notions of what
defines a work of art.
Photography is a controversial fine art medium,
simply because it is difficult to classify—is it an
art or a science? Nineteenth-century
photographers struggled with this distinction,
trying
to
reconcile
aesthetics
with
improvements in technology.
The birth of photography

Although the principle of the camera was known
in antiquity, the actual chemistry needed to
register an image was not available until the
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the invention of hypo, a chemical that reversed
the light sensitivity of paper.

Louis Daguerre, The Artist’s Studio, 1837, daguerreotype.

Technological improvements

Photographers after Niépce experimented with a
variety of techniques. Louis Daguerre invented
a new process he dubbed a daguerreotype in
1839, which significantly reduced exposure time
and created a lasting result, but only produced a
single image.

William Henry Fox Talbot, The Open Door, 1844, salted
paper print from paper negative.

Honoré Daumier, Nadar élevant la Photographie à la
hauteur de l’Art (Nadar elevating Photography to
Art), lithograph from Le Boulevard, May 25, 1863

At the same time, Englishman William Henry
Fox Talbot was experimenting with his what
would eventually become his calotype method,
patented in February 1841. Talbot’s innovations
included the creation of a paper negative and
new
technology
that
involved
the
transformation of the negative to a positive
image, allowing for more that one copy of the
picture. The remarkable detail of Talbot’s
method can be seen in his famous photograph,
The Open Door (1844) which captures the view
through a medieval-looking entrance. The
texture of the rough stones surrounding the
door, the vines growing up the walls and the
rustic broom that leans in the doorway
demonstrate the minute details captured by
Talbot’s photographic improvements.
The big disadvantage of the collodion process
was that it needed to be exposed and developed
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while the chemical coating was still wet,
meaning that photographers had to carry
portable darkrooms to develop images
immediately after exposure. Both the difficulties
of the method and uncertain but growing status
of photography were lampooned by Honoré
Daumier in his Nadar Elevating Photography to
the Height of Art (1862). Nadar, one of the most
prominent photographers in Paris at the time,
was known for capturing the first aerial
photographs from the basket of a hot air balloon.
Obviously, the difficulties in developing a glass
negative under these circumstances must have
been considerable.

Eadweard Muybridge’s sequence of photographs
called Galloping Horse (1878). Designed to settle
the question of whether or not a horse ever takes
all four legs completely off the ground during
a gallop, the series of photographs also
demonstrated the new photographic methods
that were capable of nearly instantaneous
exposure.

Further advances in technology continued to
make photography less labor intensive. By 1867
a dry glass plate was invented, reducing the
inconvenience of the wet collodion method.

Photographers in the nineteenth-century were
pioneers in a new artistic endeavor, blurring the
lines between art and technology. Frequently
using traditional methods of composition and
marrying these with innovative techniques,
photographers created a new vision of the
material world. Despite the struggles early
photographers must have had with the
limitations of their technology, their artistry is
also obvious.

Prepared glass plates could be purchased,
eliminating the need to fool with chemicals. In
1878, new advances decreased the exposure time
to 1/25th of a second, allowing moving objects
to be photographed and lessening the need for
a tripod. This new development is celebrated in

Finally, in 1888 George Eastman developed the
dry gelatin roll film, making it easier for film to
be carried. Eastman also produced the first small
inexpensive cameras, allowing more people
access to the technology.
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Eadweard Muybridge, The Horse in Motion (“Sallie Gardner,” owned by Leland Stanford; running at a 1:40 gait over the
Palo Alto track, 19th June 1878), 1878

111. Turner, Slave Ship (Slavers Throwing
Overboard the Dead and Dying, Typhoon
Coming On)
A CONVERSATION
Dr. Beth Harris and Lori Landay

This is a transcript of a conversation conducted in
the galleries of the Museum of Fine Arts, Boston.

Beth: When we first come across this painting, it
looks really beautiful. It’s got oranges and reds,
and we see that typical Turner sunset. We’re lost
in the thick sensuality of the paint.
Lori: But then, my eye goes to the bottom righthand corner, and, in a moment of horror, I see a
foot and a leg and a shackle in chains, and all of
a sudden, it’s not a seascape, and it’s not about a
sunset, and it’s not about light on the water, or
not only about those things anymore.

J.M.W. Turner, Slave Ship (Slavers Throwing Overboard
the Dead and Dying, Typhoon Coming On), 1840, oil on
canvas, 90.8 x 122.6 cm / 35-3/4 x 48-1/4 inches (Museum
of Fine Arts, Boston) (photo: Steven Zucker, CC BY-NC-SA
2.0) <https://flic.kr/p/dBZLry>

Lori: We’re standing in the Museum of Fine Arts,
Boston, in front of what we know as Turner’s
“Slave Ship,” but the full title of this work is Slave
Ship (Slavers Throwing Overboard the Dead and
Dying, Typhoon Coming On).

Detail of leg, Turner, Slave Ship, 1840, oil on canvas, 90.8
x 122.6 cm / 35-3/4 x 48-1/4 inches (Museum of Fine
Arts, Boston) (photo: Steven Zucker, CC BY-NC-SA 2.0)
<https://flic.kr/p/dBUmRM>
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Beth: There is real carnage right in front of us, in
fact, in the closest part of the painting towards
us. We’re looking at an image of a slave ship
that we can see in the distance. This is a ship
carrying slaves, and a typhoon has come on. This
is based on a poem, but we know that this was
something that happened in reality and not just
once but many times. With the storm coming,
the captain of this ship decided to throw the
slaves overboard. Apparently, that was the only
way you could collect the insurance. If the slaves
died of illness or other things while onboard,
the captain of the ship couldn’t claim insurance.
So what he has done is, he’s thrown the slaves
overboard—and that’s what we see happening.
Lori: It is really horrifying. We only see parts of
their bodies, and there is a swirl of waves and
colors. Again, there is this mixture of the beauty
of nature, the power of nature, and this horrific
human act that is within the context of a much
wider horrific human act of slavery.

Detail of chains, Turner, Slave Ship, 1840, oil on canvas,
90.8 x 122.6 cm / 35-3/4 x 48-1/4 inches (Museum of Fine
Arts, Boston) (photo: Steven Zucker, CC BY-NC-SA 2.0)
<https://flic.kr/p/dBUmnx>

Beth: We do have this sense of divine retribution,
the storm coming for that slave ship that’s been
dealing in human lives, and the punishment
wreaked by nature is justified on that ship, but
there is also a sense of the total indifference of
nature because the same storm that’s going to

overcome that slave ship is also going to drown
the slaves themselves.

Detail of sun, Turner, Slave Ship, 1840, oil on canvas,
90.8 x 122.6 cm / 35-3/4 x 48-1/4 inches (Museum of Fine
Arts, Boston) (photo: Steven Zucker, CC BY-NC-SA 2.0)
<https://flic.kr/p/dBUnhX>

Lori: Nature is completely indifferent to human
endeavors, whether they are good, evil, or
otherwise—whatever.
Beth: The first owner of this painting was the
great Victorian art critic, John Ruskin. Then the
painting made its way to Boston to an
abolitionist, to someone who believed in and
struggled for the ending of slavery. Now, the
British had outlawed slavery in 1833 in the
colonies; the French do it in their colonies 15
years later, but of course, in America, slavery
isn’t outlawed until the Civil War. Slavery, we
have to remember, is still a really active political
cause at this moment. This idea that human
beings could do this to each other, not just in
the form of actual slavery, of buying and selling
human beings, but also in terms of taking
advantage of one another just for the sake of
money—of course, that’s the kernel of this
hideous act that the captain engages in here.
Lori: When we look into the left border of the
painting, we see some really different colors
than what we see in the rest of the painting:
whites, and blues and purples and grays.
Beth: Ruskin wrote, “Purple and blue, the lurid
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shadows of the hollow breakers are cast upon
the mist of night, which gathers cold and low,
advancing like the shallow of death upon the
guilty ship, as it labors amidst the lightning of
the sea, its thin masts written upon the sky in
lines of blood.”
Watch
the
video
NoCW80MEGXY>.

<https://youtu.be/

Detail of ship, Turner, Slave Ship, 1840, oil on canvas,
90.8 x 122.6 cm / 35-3/4 x 48-1/4 inches (Museum of Fine
Arts, Boston) (photo: Steven Zucker, CC BY-NC-SA 2.0)
<https://flic.kr/p/dBZLG5>

112. Barry and Pugin, Palace of Westminster
(Houses of Parliament)
Dr. Beth Harris and Dr. Steven Zucker

This is a transcript of a conversation conducted
outside the Palace of Westminster in London,
England.

the stipulation that the new structure had to be
designed in one of two historical styles. It had to
either be Gothic or it could be Elizabethan. That
is, from the time of Shakespeare.
Beth: There was something like 97 entries to the
competition and the vast majority were in the
Gothic style so that’s why this looks like it was
built hundreds of years before. It’s in the style
of the Gothic which dates from the late medieval
period.

Steven: The competition was won by an architect
whose name is Charles Barry with the assistance
of Augustus Pugin, who’s responsible for the
interior designs as well as the stained glass and
some of the exterior decorative forms.

Charles Barry and A.W.N. Pugin, Palace of Westminster
(Houses of Parliament), 1840-70, London (photo: Steven
Zucker, CC BY-NC-SA 2.0) <https://flic.kr/p/gp5nuw>

Beth: Pugin was known for his love of the
Gothic, for his belief in the Gothic as the right
and true moral style of architecture and also
style of architecture that was associated with
Englishness. This is why the competition
stipulated it needed to be Elizabethan or Gothic.
We think about the Gothic as French, but in
England in the nineteenth century, the Gothic
was English.

Steven: We’re looking across the River Thames at
the Houses of Parliament in London.
Beth: It’s tempting to think that this was built
hundreds of years earlier than it was. It was built
in the early Victorian era.
Steven: There was a great fire in 1834 and it
burned down the old palace that had been here
and there was a competition that was held for
designs for a new building. The competition had

Steven: I think it raises the issue why was the
nineteenth century so fascinated with reviving
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older architectural styles? What was that about
and, of course, the reason has to do with
industrialization with the new modern world
and the way that that unsettled people?
Beth: Well, the modern era seemed ugly, a period
of factories and steam engines. It seemed like
there was nothing beautiful about it. When they
looked at the past, they saw the beautiful
architecture of the Gothic period. They looked
at the classical paths and they saw beauty, but
when they looked around them, they didn’t see
beauty. They saw the industrial world.

represents the Parliamentary system so you’re
right, it had to really speak of tradition.
Steven: But it really speaks of a kind of falsehood.
This is not the Gothic. It is a modern invention.
In fact, the building itself uses quite a number
of modern innovations in its constructive
techniques. It’s an enormous building on a
concrete bed, certainly not a medieval tradition,
concerned with ventilation. In fact, the central
tower was added to the design in order to help
support ventilation in the building and so this
building really is a product of the nineteenth
century.
Beth: Architectural historians call this the Gothic
Revival and the Gothic really did stand for a
kind of Victorian fantasy, a nineteenth-century
fantasy, of medieval artisan craftsmanship, of a
time of really taking care in making things by
hand. So we look at this and we just see an
architectural style, but it’s a style that’s really
associated with very specific values that the
Victorians were trying to return to.

Charles Barry and A.W.N. Pugin, Palace of Westminster
(Houses of Parliament), 1840-70, London. (photo: Steven
Zucker, CC BY-NC-SA 2.0) <https://flic.kr/p/gp5w9C>

Steven: This was now a period when you could
buy cheaply made goods for the first time and
the old systems of handicraft had been replaced.
People had moved from the country where
people had learned through apprenticeship
traditions of making things, but now things were
being produced by factories and it was an
unsettling period so I think it’s natural that
people looked back to historical styles, especially
a building like this which was meant to be the
seat of government.
Beth: And is still today the seat of government.
This is where the House of Commons meets. This
is where the House of Lords meets. This building

Steven: And, in fact, Pugin, one of the two
architects who worked on this building,
published a book called Contrasts, which paired
the modern and the medieval worlds and the
modern world did not come out well. It was a
deeply moralizing book that looked at the way in
which medieval society was full of moral virtue
but the modern society had squandered that, so
for example, there was one famous plate that
showed the modern city where the skyline was
dominated by factories and smokestacks versus
the medieval city where the landscape was
dominated by church steeples, that is, by a
reverence for God, a kind of moral center.
Beth: Comparison between a world guided by
faith that he imagined was the medieval Gothic
world and a world guided by hunger for money.
He’s drawing very stark contrasts, but the
Victorians loved to do that. They loved to
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compare the old medieval world of faith with the
new modern quest for money and fortune.
Steven: And so it’s important for us to
understand a building like this within that
Victorian context. Let’s get back to the building
itself. We see this magnificent exterior that just
spans the edge of the River Thames and we can
see this reference back to the medieval style of
the perpendicular Gothic and, in fact, it was very
self consciously based on the Chapel of Henry
VII in this late Gothic style that we know as
the Perpendicular. It’s just at the east end of
Westminster Abbey, which is the building that is
just behind this one and here we can see these
large windows and emphasis on the rectilinear,
on the vertical, on tracery and lacework.
Beth: We can see that each window has had its
top tracery work that divides the glass up,
almost like a filigree of fact. The architect is
really maximizing the window space and this is
a feature of the high Gothic.
Steven: Barry had traveled extensively and really
loved the classical tradition, even though he’s
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building here in this faux Gothic. But if you
look closely, you can see Barry’s interest in the
classical. Look at the regularity of this facade.
Look at the sense of rhythm and balance. And
it’s really only the exterior decorative forms that
refer to the Gothic style because the building
as a whole is laid out with a kind of symmetry
and regularity that is really at odds even with
the conception of the Gothic from the eighteenth
and nineteenth centuries, where the idea of the
picturesque, the idea of the organic, the idea of
the asymmetrical was so important.
Beth: So we could say that this is, in some ways,
a classical building with a Gothic skin on it.
Steven: Nevertheless or perhaps because of this,
the Houses of Parliament is just such an
extraordinary example of the nineteenth
century’s concern for historical style.
Beth: And an interest in avoiding confronting the
modern.
Watch
the
7oBUIo5R5qg>.

video

Left side, Houses of Parliament, 1840-70, London. (photo: Steven
Zucker, CC BY-NC-SA 2.0) <https://flic.kr/p/gp5gs2>

<https://youtu.be/

113. Courbet, The Stonebreakers
Dr. Beth Harris and Dr. Steven Zucker

in The Gleaners to bring our eye deep into the
French countryside during the harvest, the two
stone breakers in Courbet’s painting are set
against a low hill of the sort common in the
rural French town of Ornans, where the artist
had been raised and continued to spend much of
his time. The hill reaches to the top of the canvas
everywhere but the upper right corner, where a
tiny patch of bright blue sky appears. The effect
is to isolate these laborers and to suggest that
they are physically and economically trapped.
In Millet’s painting, the gleaners’ rounded backs
echo one another, creating a composition that
feels unified, where Courbet’s figures seem
disjointed. Millet’s painting, for all its sympathy
for these poor figures, could still be read as “art”
by viewers at an exhibition in Paris.

Gustave Courbet, The Stonebreakers, 1849, Oil on canvas,
165 x 257 cm (Gemäldegalerie, Dresden (destroyed)

Realism and reality

If we look closely at Courbet’s painting
The Stonebreakers of 1849 (painted only one year
after Karl Marx and Friedrich Engels wrote their
influential pamphlet, The Communist Manifesto)
the artist’s concern for the plight of the poor
is evident. Here, two figures labor to break and
remove stone from a road that is being built.
In our age of powerful jackhammers and
bulldozers, such work is reserved as punishment
for chain-gangs.

Courbet wants to show what is “real,” and so
he has depicted a man that seems too old and
a boy that seems still too young for such backbreaking labor. This is not meant to be heroic: it
is meant to be an accurate account of the abuse
and deprivation that was a common feature of
mid-century French rural life. And as with so
many great works of art, there is a close
affiliation between the narrative and the formal
choices made by the painter, meaning elements
such as brushwork, composition, line, and color.

Unlike Millet, who, in paintings like The
Gleaners, was known for depicting hardworking, but idealized peasants, Courbet depicts
figures who wear ripped and tattered clothing.
And unlike the aerial perspective Millet used

Like the stones themselves, Courbet’s
brushwork is rough—more so than might be
expected during the mid-nineteenth century.
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This suggests that the way the artist painted his
canvas was in part a conscious rejection of the
highly polished, refined Neoclassicist style that
still dominated French art in 1848.
Perhaps most characteristic of Courbet’s style is
his refusal to focus on the parts of the image
that would usually receive the most attention.
Traditionally, an artist would spend the most

time on the hands, faces, and foregrounds. Not
Courbet. If you look carefully, you will notice
that he attempts to be even-handed, attending
to faces and rock equally. In these ways, The
Stonebreakers seems to lack the basics of art
(things like a composition that selects and
organizes, aerial perspective and finish) and as a
result, it feels more “real.”

114. Daumier, Nadar elevating Photography to
Art

See essay 111. Still Life in Studio, Daguerre.
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115. Manet, Olympia, 1863
Dr. Tom Folland

behind her brandishing a bouquet of flowers
(image below). It struck viewers—who flocked
to see the painting—as a great insult to
the academic tradition. And of course it was.
One could say that the artist had thrown down
a
gauntlet.
The
subject
was
modern—maybe too modern, since it failed to
properly elevate the woman’s nakedness to the
lofty ideals of nudity found in art of
antiquity —she was no goddess or mythological
figure. As the art historian Eunice Lipton
described it, Manet had “robbed,” the art
historical genre of nudes of “their mythic
scaffolding…”[1] Nineteenth-century French
salon painting (sometimes also called academic
painting—the art advocated by the Royal
Academy) was supposed to perpetually return
to the classical past to retrieve and reinvent its
forms and ideals, making them relevant for the
present moment. In using a contemporary
subject (and not Venus), Manet mocked that
tradition and, moreover, dared to suggest that
the classical past held no relevance for the
modern industrial present.

Édouard Manet, Olympia, 1863, oil on canvas
(Musée d’Orsay, Paris)
“They are raining insults upon me!”

Manet’s complaint—”They are raining insults
upon me!” to his friend Charles Baudelaire
pointed to the overwhelmingly negative
response his painting Olympia received from
critics in 1865. Baudelaire (an art critic and poet)
had advocated for an art that could capture the
“gait, glance, and gesture” of modern life, and,
although Manet’s painting had perhaps done
just that, its debut at the salon only served to
bewilder and scandalize the Parisian public.

As if to underscore his rejection of the past,
Manet used as his source a well-known painting
in the collection of the Louvre—Venus of Urbino,
a 1538 painting by the Venetian Renaissance
artist Titian (image above)—and he then stripped
it of meaning. To an eye trained in the classical
style, Olympia was clearly no respectful homage
to Titian’s masterpiece; the artist offered instead

Mocking the classical past

Olympia features a nude woman reclining upon
a chaise lounge, with a small black cat at her
feet (image above), and a black female servant
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Cat (detail), Édouard Manet, Olympia, 1863, oil on canvas, 130 x
190 cm (Musée d’Orsay, Paris)
an impoverished copy. In place of the seamlessly
contoured voluptuous figure of Venus, set within
a
richly
atmospheric
and
imaginary
world, Olympia was flatly painted, poorly
contoured, lacked depth, and seemed to inhabit
the seamy, contemporary world of Parisian
prostitution.
Why, critics asked, was the figure so flat and
washed out, the background so dark? Why had
the artist abandoned the centuries-old practice
of leading the eye towards an imagined
vanishing point that would establish the fiction
of a believable space for the figures to inhabit?
For Manet’s artistic contemporaries, however,
the loose, fluid brushwork and the seeming
rapidity of execution were much more than a
hoax. In one stroke, the artist had dissolved
classical illusionism and re-invented painting as

something that spoke to its own condition of
being a painted representation.

Left: Titian, Venus of Urbino, 1538, oil on canvas,
119.20 x 165.50 cm (Galleria degli Uffizi,
Florence); right: Édouard Manet, Olympia, 1863,
oil on canvas, 130 x 190 cm (Musée d’Orsay,
Paris)
The birth of modernist painting

It was for this reason Manet is often referred
to as the father of Impressionism. The
Impressionists, who formed as a group around
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Titian, Venus of Urbino, 1538, oil on canvas, 119.20 x 165.50 cm (Galleria degli Uffizi, Florence)
1871, took on the mantle of Manet’s rebel status
(going so far as to arrange their own exhibitions
instead of submitting to the Salon juries), and
they pushed his expressive brushwork to the
point where everything dissolved into the
shimmering
movement
of
light
and
formlessness. The twentieth-century art critic
Clement Greenberg would later declare Manet’s
paintings to be the first truly modernist works
because of the “frankness with which they
declared the flat surfaces on which they were
painted.”[2]
Manet had an immediate predecessor in the
Realist paintings of Gustave Courbet, who had
himself scandalized the Salons during the 1840s
and ‘50s with roughly worked images of the
rural French countryside and its inhabitants. In

rejecting a tightly controlled application of paint
and
seamless
illusionism—what
the
Impressionists called the “licked surfaces” of the
paintings of the French Academy—Manet also
drew inspiration from Spanish artists Velasquez
and Goya, as well as seventeenth-century Dutch
painters like Frans Hals, whose loosely executed
portraits seem as equally frank about the
medium as Manet’s some 200 years later. But
Manet’s modernity is not just a function of how
he painted, but also what he painted. His
paintings were pictures of modernity, of the
often-marginalized figures that existed on the
outskirts of bourgeois normalcy. Many viewers
believed the woman at the center of Olympia to
be an actual prostitute, coldly staring at them
while receiving a gift of flowers from an
assumed client, who hovers just out of sight

84 Smarthistory guide to AP® Art History (volume three: 99-152)

Gustave Courbet, A Burial at Ornans, begun late summer 1849, completed 1850, exhibited at the Salon
of 1850-51, 124 x 260 inches, oil on canvas (Musée d’Orsay, Paris)
(Manet here puns on the way French prostitutes
often borrowed names of classical goddesses).
The model for the painting was actually a salon
painter in her own right, a certain Victorine
Meurent, who appears again in Manet’sThe
Railway (1873) and Auguste Renoir’s Moulin de
la Galette (1876).
Disturbingly familiar but startlingly new

Manet had created an artistic revolution: a
contemporary subject depicted in a modern
manner. It is hard from a present-day
perspective to see what all the fuss was about.
Nevertheless, the painting elicited much unease
and it is important to remember—in the absence
of the profusion of media imagery that exists
today—that painting and sculpture in
nineteenth-century France served to consolidate
identity on both a national and individual level.
And here is where the Olympia’s subversive role
resides. Manet chose not to mollify anxiety
about this new modern world of which Paris had
become a symbol. For those anxious about class

status (many had recently moved to Paris from
the countryside), the naked woman in
Olympia coldly stared back at the new
urban bourgeoisie looking to art to solidify their
own sense of identity. Aside from the reference
to prostitution—itself a dangerous sign of the
emerging margins in the modern city—the
painting’s inclusion of a black woman tapped
into
the
French
colonialist
mindset
while providing a stark contrast for the
whiteness of Olympia. The black woman also
served as a powerful emblem of “primitive”
sexuality, one of many fictions that aimed to
justify colonial views of non-Western societies
(orientalism).
If Manet rejected an established approach to
painting that valued the timeless and
eternal, Olympia served to further embody, for
his scandalized viewers, a sense of the modern
world as one brimming with uncertainty and
newness. Olympia occupies a pivotal moment in
art history. Situated on the threshold of the shift
from the classical tradition to an industrialized
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Servant (detail), Édouard Manet, Olympia, 1863, oil on canvas,
130 x 190 cm (Musée d’Orsay, Paris)
modernity, it is a perfect metaphor of an
irretrievably disappearing past and an as yet
unknowable future.
[1] Eunice Lipton, “Manet: A Radicalized Female
Imagery,” Artforum (March, 1975)

[2] Clement Greenberg, “Modernist Painting,”
in The Collected Essays and Criticism, Volume 4:
Modernism
with
a
Vengeance,
1957-1969 (University of Chicago Press, 1995), p.
86.

115. Manet, Olympia, 1863
A CONVERSATION
Dr. Beth Harris and Dr. Steven Zucker

This is a transcript of a conversation conducted in
the galleries of the Musée d’Orsay in Paris, France.

we’re looking at here at the Musée d’Orsay, is
clearly drawing on those traditions but doing
something radically modern.
Steven: The immediate model for Manet was
Titian’s Venus of Urbino, except that he’s
stripping away the academic technique of the
representation of space, of the turn of the body,
but he’s also stripping away that veil of
mythology.
Beth: Here at the Musée d’Orsay, we can see in
traditional nudes Venus painted in a traditional
way, clearly the images that Manet’s Olympia is
speaking to.
Steven: So by “academic art,” we’re talking about
the kind of art that was sanctioned by the official
Academy that was associated with the
government of France.

Édouard Manet, Olympia, 1863, oil on canvas (Musée
d’Orsay,
Paris)
(photo:
Steven
Zucker,
<https://www.flickr.com/photos/profzucker/23783241193/>
CC BY-NC-SA 2.0)

Beth: It didn’t challenge particularly—it satisfied.

Steven: There’s a long tradition of the female
nude represented in the most erotic, sensualist
way. Clothed by mythology or clothed by sheer
beauty.

Steven: Well for a couple of reasons. For one,
because it had the stamp of the official state.
These were the leading artists of the time, they
were saying this art is of quality and so, of
course, it had a ready market value. But at the
same time, it was art that was formulaic, that
was expected.

Beth: It’s a tradition that goes back to the ancient
Greeks and Romans in sculptures, for example,
of the goddess Venus, modestly covering her
body after her bath. Manet in this painting that
87
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Beth: There was an idea that there was a
definition of great art and there was no point in
looking for what was new or different because
great art was self-evident, great art was based
on the Classical and the Renaissance. What
someone like Manet is doing is challenging those
very established ideas. Ideas that seemed as
natural as the sun coming up in the morning.
She’s not a Venus, her name is Olympia, and
she looks very much like a real woman in a real
apartment in Paris.

servant handing her flowers that presumably
have just come from one of her patrons, one of
her customers. We must have, as the customer,
walked into the room and startled the cat at
the foot of the bed, as well as the two figures.
So there is this vulgarity here, there really is
doing even more than just stripping away the
mythology that’s confronting nineteenthcentury Paris with its own corruption.

Steven: So wait a minute, so how do you know
she looks like a real woman, as opposed to a
Venus? We don’t know what a Venus looks like.
Beth: Her features are not idealized. They’re not
perfected. When we look at ancient Greek
sculpture or Renaissance paintings of the nude,
we have a woman who is perfectly beautiful.
And you can see her face is asymmetrical and
her lips are a little bit too thin, she doesn’t have
that perfection.
Steven: In addition, the representations of the
academic artists always show Venus or other
nudes in a coy way. This woman is looking
directly at us. She is sentient, she is thinking and
she’s confronting us even as we look at her.
Beth: There was a real problem, I think, for the
viewers of this painting. There’s no way to look
at her and pretend that it was about beauty. One
was confronted by her sexuality, there was no
way to say, “I’m just looking at the ideal image
of Venus, of the idea of beauty.” Here the reality
of a nude woman is present.
Steven: And it’s even coarser than that because
this woman was recognized as a courtesan, that
is, as a kind of prostitute.
Beth: The name Olympia was common for
prostitutes at that time in Paris.
Steven: And what we’re seeing here is Olympia’s

Édouard Manet, Olympia, 1863, oil on canvas (Musée
d’Orsay,
Paris)
(photo:
Steven
Zucker,
<https://www.flickr.com/photos/profzucker/23783243333/>
CC BY-NC-SA 2.0)

Beth: When we use the word prostitute we think
of a figure of a much lower class and here we
have a woman who is obviously a higher class
prostitute.
Steven: The reaction of the press was pretty
vicious.
Beth: The press said she looked like a cadaver.
She looked like she was dead. Manet outlined
her in black and hardly modeled her flesh.
Steven: What’s interesting is that some of the
caricatures that were made of this emphasize the
shadow on her hands and feet, and some of the
press actually spoke of her hands being filthy.
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It’s interesting that those are the only areas
where there’s significant modeling.
Beth: Where one would expect to see modeling
on the female nude would be in the abdomen,
around the breasts, and here Manet’s kept that
really flat and you’re right, the areas that we
do see shadow are unexpected so the press
interpreted her hand as drawing attention to her
sexuality even though nudes for centuries had
shown women with their hand placed across
their genitals.
Steven: You mentioned the kind of flatness of her
body and some art historians even said she’s a
bit of a paper cut-out, but Manet, of course, in
so much of his work really does reject the clear
articulation of represented space and confronts
the viewer with the complexity of painting on a
two-dimensional surface. An area where you can
really see that is, for instance, in the way the toes
peek out from under her slipper. There is this
awkwardness that reminds us that all of this is
an illusion and that in fact there is just this twodimensionality of this canvas.
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Beth: There’s a kind of unmasking. Manet is
saying, “I’m not going to pretend that my
painting isn’t paint. “I’m not going to present
you with this perfect illusion,” the way that
academic artists are doing where you don’t even
see a brushstroke. So he’s insisting on
unmasking that illusion and then he’s insisting
on unmasking the illusion of our own interests
in looking at these images. He’s reminding us
that our interest here is a sexual one.
Steven: Right, in so many traditional
representations of the nude because the figure is
not looking out at us, we can comfortably look
at her. But here we’re confronted by her gaze
and by her thinking, and there is a much more
problematic experience here.
Beth: That’s in the fact that she’s a real woman,
she’s contemporary and the way she picks her
head up, the way she looks out at us, the
angularity of her body, it’s in all those things.
And people at the time, 1865, recognized it.
Steven: So this is a painting that is only partially
about the nude. This is a painting about artmaking and about the kinds of conventions that
exist in art and making us, the viewer, aware
of those conventions even as we look at this
painting.
Beth: Manet is saying let’s be honest about the
materials, let’s be honest about the subject and
our motives and desires, and I think that that is
a really interesting thing for art to do. The great
poet and art critic Charles Baudelaire called on
artists to paint the beauty of modern life and I
think Manet is taking up that call.

Édouard Manet, Olympia, 1863, oil on canvas (Musée
d’Orsay,
Paris)
(photo:
Steven
Zucker,
<https://www.flickr.com/photos/profzucker/23783246203/in/
photostream/> CC BY-NC-SA 2.0)

Steven: Manet is inventing what beauty could be
for the modern world.
Watch
the
bihBbqzL96Y>.

video

<https://youtu.be/

116. Monet, The Saint-Lazare Station
Dr. Tyler Ostergaard

busiest train terminals. The painting is not so
much a single view of a train platform, it is
rather a component in a larger project of a dozen
canvases which attempts to portray all facets
of the Gare Saint-Lazare. The paintings all have
similar themes—including the play of light
filtered through the smoke of the train shed, the
billowing clouds of steam, and the locomotives
that dominate the site. Of these twelve linked
paintings, Monet exhibited between six and
eight of them at the third Impressionist
exhibition of 1877, where they were among the
most discussed paintings exhibited by any of the
artists.

Claude Monet, The Gare Saint-Lazare (or Interior View of
the Gare Saint-Lazare, the Auteuil Line), 1877, oil on
canvas, 75 x 104 cm (Musée d’Orsay)

Monet’s painting, The Gare Saint-Lazare,
overwhelms the viewer not through its scale (a
modest 29 ½ by 41 inches), but through the deep
sea of steam and smoke that envelops the
canvas. Indeed, as one contemporary reviewer
remarked
somewhat
sarcastically,
“Unfortunately thick smoke escaping from the
canvas prevented our seeing the six paintings
dedicated to this study.”[1]
The Gare Saint-Lazare (also known as Interior
View of the Gare Saint-Lazare, the Auteuil
Line), depicts one of the passenger platforms of
the Gare Saint-Lazare, one of Paris’s largest and

Claude Monet, The Gare Saint-Lazare: Arrival of a Train,
1877, oil on canvas, 83 x 101.3 cm (Harvard Art Museums)
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Light and steam

Light—the dominant formal element in so many
Impressionist paintings—is given particularly
close attention in The Gare Saint-Lazare, the
Auteuil Line. Here, as in many of the
Impressionists’ most celebrated paintings,
Monet shows a bright day and labors to
reproduce the closely observed effects of pure
sunlight. The billowing clouds of steam add to
the effect, creating layers of light that fill the
canvas. Here, however, we must pause as The
Gare Saint-Lazare, the Auteuil Line is an
exception within the full group—it is one of only
two paintings of the train station shown on a
bright bright, sunny, day. In contrast, the other
ten paintings (for example the one at the
Harvard Art Museums, above) show dark, hazy
views of the Gare Saint-Lazare. Though an
exception and anomaly in terms of its interest
in sunlight, The Gare Saint-Lazare, the Auteuil
Line shares a great deal in common with the
other paintings at least in terms of subject and
view.

paintings of Impressionism. Monet renders the
steam with a range of blues, pinks, violets, tans,
grays,
whites,
blacks,
and
yellows.
He depicts not just the steam and light—which
fill the canvas—but also their effect on the
site—the large distant apartments, the Pont de
l’Europe (a bridge that overlooked the train
station), and the many locomotives—all of
which peak through, and dematerialize into
a thick industrial haze.
Train and shed as subject

Against the bright background, Monet
represents the station’s vast iron roof in copper
and tan tones that stand out against The Gare
Saint-Lazare, the Auteuil Line’s low key palette,
with its swirling blue, gray and purple
background. The trains—here represented by no
less than three locomotives and a large
boxcar—are shown as both the source of the
steam and distinct from it. However, in 1877, a
number of critics were worried the smoke would
completely engulf them. Gorges Maillard,
writing in the conservative journal Le Pays,
made just this point, describing the paintings
as “the rails, lanterns, switchers, wagons, above
all, always these flakes, these mists, clouds of
white steam, are so thick they sometimes
hide everything else.”[2]

Apartment buildings in the distance (detail), Claude
Monet, The Gare Saint-Lazare (or Interior View of the
Gare Saint-Lazare, the Auteuil Line), 1877, oil on canvas,
75 x 104 cm (Musée d’Orsay)

Monet’s achievement is extraordinary, and The
Gare Saint-Lazare, the Auteuil Line has rightfully
been singled out as among the most impressive

Locomotives and tracks (detail), Claude Monet, The Gare
Saint-Lazare (or Interior View of the Gare Saint-Lazare,
the Auteuil Line), 1877, oil on canvas, 75 x 104 cm (Musée
d’Orsay)
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The Gare Saint-Lazare, the Auteuil Line and the
other paintings of the Gare Saint-Lazare by
Monet are hardly an isolated moment in the
artist’s oeuvre. In the 1870s Monet—along with
most of the other major Impressionists
including, Caillebotte, Pissarro, Renoir, Degas,
Guillaumin, Raffaëlli, and even Manet—had
shown a steady interest in the railroad as a
subject within their paintings of modern of life.
In fact, the six to eight paintings Monet
exhibited at the Third Impressionist Exhibition
were shown along with Caillebotte’s
monumental Le Pont de l’Europe (below) that
likewise shows the train yards of the Gare SaintLazare. Caillebotte’s painting though shows the
site from the great iron bridge that crossed over
the yards—the Pont de l’Europe. Interestingly,
Caillebotte’s painting of genteel strollers set in
the bourgeois world of Paris’s grand boulevards
drew praise, while Monet’s paintings of trains,
steam, and industrial activity were severely
criticized.

Gustave Caillebotte, Le Pont de l’Europe, c. 1876, oil on
canvas (Musée du Petit Palais, Geneva)

Perhaps the criticism is due to the fact
that Monet shows the locomotives as the main
subject, rather than as background elements. He
shows them unapologetically, in their natural
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element, among the steam, workers and activity
of the bustling train station. Four paintings in
the set of twelve, including The Gare SaintLazare, the Auteuil Line, show the large and
distinctive cast iron spans that covered the
platforms. However, the other paintings show
the exterior, the yards, workers, tunnels,
switches, sheds, and engines of the station.
Indeed, even in The Gare Saint-Lazare, the
Auteuil Line and the other so-called interiors of
the of the train shed, Monet includes workers,
steam, and industrial machines. In fact, what he
does not show is the grand hotel, lavish entrance
or sculpture of the station’s impressive façade.
Even in the interiors, the paintings are very
much the business end of the station.
A series?

These common subjects—train, steam, and
industrial activity—raise the question of whether
the works should be regarded as series. Though
scholars have frequently discussed the works,
and particularly the four interiors, as part of
series, only two of the works show a repeated (or
serial) view. When taken as a whole the group
does not seem to be the manifestation of an
interest in serial painting or an exploration of
subtle changes only evident in repeated views
(as Monet will later do with his series of grain
stacks) bur rather as an effort to capture the
varied aspects of the station by rendering its
many faces in paint.
In The Gare Saint-Lazare, the Auteuil Line Monet
shows his keen interest in light, color, and paint
handling, yet The Gare Saint-Lazare, the Auteuil
Line cannot be divorced from its subject—the
locomotives, the steam, and the yard of the Gare
Saint-Lazare. In this bright scene, Monet gives us
a new vision of modern life that does not shy
away from its industrial side.
[1]
Descubes,
A.
“L’Exposition
des
impressionnistes” Gazette des lettres, des sciences
et des arts, vol. 1, no. 12 (20 April 1877), pp.
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185-188.[2]
Maillard,
“Chronique:
Les
Impressionnistes” Le Pays (April 9, 1877), pp. 2-3.

116. Monet, The Saint-Lazare Station
A CONVERSATION
Dr. Beth Harris and Dr. Steven Zucker

This is a transcript of a conversation conducted
in the galleries of the Musée d’Orsay in Paris,
France.

ordinary part of urban life, but in the late
nineteenth-century in Paris, large train stations
carrying masses of people out to the suburbs
out to vacation spots, these are new kinds of
structures
Steven: They express their modernity not only
through their function but also through their
architecture. Trains at this point were powered
by burning coal and creating steam, and that
required large open sheds which were held aloft
by iron, all of which spoke of modernity. This
was not the traditional architecture of wood or
of stone, this is a completely modern subject.
Beth: So this space looked modern, and it’s not
just the train shed but the apartment buildings
that we see beyond it that looked new. During
the second half of the nineteenth century, Paris
was rebuilt. The old, winding, maze-like
congested streets were torn down, and wide
boulevards were built with apartment buildings,
housing cafes, and department stores catering to
a new middle class and upper middle class that
had cash to spend and the time, and leisure to
shop and to enjoy themselves in Paris.

Claude Monet, The Gare Saint-Lazare (or Interior View
of the Gare Saint-Lazare, the Auteuil Line), 1877, oil on
canvas, 75 x 104 cm (Musée d’Orsay)

Steven: We’re in the Musée d’Orsay looking at
Monet’s canvas Gare Saint-Lazare. This is one of
several large train stations in the city of Paris,
and it’s really interesting that we’re looking at it
in the Musée d’Orsay, which is a renovated train
station itself.

Steven: And in a subtler way, the idea of
transportation itself, the idea of a place where
people of different classes mix, is also itself
modern. For so long, French society had been

Beth: We think about train stations as just an
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rigidly ranked but that’s unraveling in the
modern era and perhaps nowhere more vividly
expressed than in a public space like the train
station.
Beth: We often think about impressionist
painting as being about leisure. Renoir’s Moulin
de la Galette for example where we see figures
socializing and dancing.
Steven: This is a working space but look at this
surface of this canvas, it’s absolutely luscious.
It’s so drenched with steam and light and smoke.
It seems to almost dissolve before our eyes.
Beth: It’s difficult in some places to make out
the architecture of the train shed because that
steam hides it, especially on the left where those
blueish lilac puffs of steam obscure that iron
framework.
Steven: Light is pouring through the opening at
the top of the shed creating this prism of color
that is playing across the steam within. In fact,
one critic humorously said “I can’t really see
the paintings for all the smoke that’s emanating
from these six canvases” that Monet exhibited
together each a play on the subject.
Beth: And it’s not only the architectural
structure that’s disappearing but the forms of
the trains themselves. I mean these are big
machines that dissolve into light and
atmosphere.
Steven: Well that’s what Monet is interested in,
pure color and pure light in the optical play
before him, rather than his empirical knowledge
of the solidity of an iron engine.

Locomotives and tracks (detail), Claude Monet, The Gare
Saint-Lazare (or Interior View of the Gare Saint-Lazare,
the Auteuil Line), 1877, oil on canvas, 75 x 104 cm (Musée
d’Orsay).

Beth: We have to remember that the
Impressionists were positioning themselves
outside of the academic establishment. This
painting and the group of other paintings of the
Gare St. Lazare were exhibited at an
Impressionist exhibition which was independent
of the official exhibitions called “salons” that
were sponsored by the Royal Academy. So
Monet is not giving us a painting that would
be a view of the Gare St. Lazare with a factual
accounting of what was in this station and what
one knows of it, but you’re right, this optical
experience of light and atmosphere this very
subjective experience
Steven: Monet was not the only person in his
group that was interested in this subject. Manet
had painted this subject although in a very
different way, and another important artist,
Caillebotte, had painted a scene from the bridge
that we see just beyond the smokestack of the
locomotive.
Beth: What fascinates me, too, is the degree to
which Monet has reduced the figures themselves
to quick brushstrokes, and we can’t make our
faces. We can make out a little bit of the gestures
or postures, but he’s really reducing the human
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figure to these quick strokes of paint. The human
figure was the centerpiece of academic painting
and yet here it becomes equal to the trains and
to the architecture of his painting.

atmospheric perspective. The atmosphere is in
the foreground as well as in the background all
of which makes it impossible for us to forget that
we’re looking at paint on canvas.

Steven: And subservient to the main subject of
this painting: light and color.

Beth: Monet and the Impressionists are creating
a new visual language for a new modern world.

Beth: Other impressionist artists like Renoir will
concern themselves with the human figure
within the light and atmosphere. But for Monet,
it is the landscape, and here an urban landscape
that is most important to him. Critics like
Baudelaire had been calling for artists to paint
the beauty of modern life and, I think, with
paintings like the Gare St. Lazare Monet is taking
up that challenge. Artists didn’t need to paint
classical antiquity anymore, they didn’t need to
paint biblical and history paintings.

Watch
the
fpnIGUds1FQ>.

Steven: They were creating a new beauty that
was true to the new modern world in which
they lived. But for all our talk about the sense
of spontaneity, if you look at the surface this
is a heavily worked canvas. Monet seems to be
weaving color across the surface you can see
the paint has built up over time. There’s no

video

<https://youtu.be/

Claude Monet, The Gare Saint-Lazare (or Interior View
of the Gare Saint-Lazare, the Auteuil Line), 1877, oil on
canvas, 75 x 104 cm (Musée d’Orsay)

117. Muybridge, The Horse in Motion

See essay 110. Still Life in Studio, Louis-Jacques-Mandé Daguerre.
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118. Velasco, The Valley of Mexico from the
Hillside of Santa Isabel
Emmanuel Ortega

View of the Academy of San Carlos, Mexico City.

José María Velasco, The Valley of Mexico from the Santa
Isabel Mountain Range (Valle de México desde el cerro de
Santa Isabel), 1875, oil on canvas, 137.5 x 226 cm (Museo
Nacional de Arte, INBA, Mexico City)

Pure landscape

This important school fostered Romantic and
Neoclassical aesthetics through previously
unexplored genres of painting. For example,
beginning in the nineteenth century, students
emerging from the new school at the Academy
began to illustrate local vistas of the Valley of
Mexico. The development of these images
offered the perfect opportunity for artists to
explore the Romantic qualities of “pure
landscape,” which in Mexico, through the
teachings of the Italian professor Eugenio
Landesio, emerged as a popular genre in the
Academy. However, and as observed in
Velasco’s The Valley of Mexico from the Hillside
of Santa Isabel (above), the valley represented
much more than a mere opportunity to practice

Academy of San Carlos

Did you know that the first art school in the
Americas was established in Mexico City in the
late eighteenth century? Creole artists (of
European descent born in the Spanish Americas)
in preceding decades had failed to convince the
Spanish king to create a pedagogical artistic
institution. Nevertheless, by the end of the
eighteenth century, the Royal Academy of San
Carlos (Real Academia de San Carlos) was
established. It was modeled after the Art
Academy of San Fernando in Madrid, and
consequently, a new chapter of Mexican art
history began.
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this newly established genre of painting. This
imagery offered an opportunity to highlight
symbols of patriotism valuable to a newly
independent society.

The volcanic peaks Popocatepetl and Iztacchihuatl
(detail), José María Velasco, The Valley of Mexico from the
Santa Isabel Mountain Range (Valle de México desde el
cerro de Santa Isabel), 1875, oil on canvas, 137.5 x 226 cm
(Museo Nacional de Arte, INBA, Mexico City)

Monumentality

Eugene Landesio, The Valley of Mexico from the Hill in
Tenayo, 1870, oil on canvas, 150.5 x 213 cm (Museo
Nacional de Arte, INBA, Mexico City)

After the 1821 war of independence (from
Spain), Mexico sought to establish its identity
through artistic endeavors. The development of
the practice of national landscape painting was
part of the dictator López de Santa Anna’s efforts
to re-establish the art academy after decades of
neglect following the formation of Mexico as an
independent nation. The Italian artist Eugenio
Landesio (who was a well-regarded artist in
Mexico) was appointed as the academy’s
professor of perspective and landscape painting
in 1855. His mentorship and his experience
uniting ancient and contemporary Roman
historical subjects in his canvasses forever
changed the history of Mexican landscape
painting.

While Eugenio Landesio and his contemporaries
had created similar landscapes of the Valley,
Velasco presented a monumentality and an open
quality to his images that surpassed
compositions such as El Valle de Mexico desde el
Cerro del Tenayo (above) created by his Italian
mentor only a few years earlier. Velasco’s
compositions united pre-Hispanic symbols and
contemporary national sentiments. For example,
the white peaks that predominate his vistas are
the Popocatepetl and Iztacchihuatl volcanoes.
For centuries the land’s romantic topology has
captured the imagination of Mexicans. Prior to
the arrival of the Spanish to the Valley of Mexico
in 1519, these two volcanoes were the main
characters of a legendary ill-fated love between
an Aztec princess (Iztacchihuatl, or “white
woman”)
and
a
courageous
warrior
(Popocatepetl, or “smoking mountain”).
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Basilica of Guadalupe (bottom left), edge of Lake Texcoco
(middle ground) and Mexico City (detail), José María
Velasco, The Valley of Mexico from the Santa Isabel
Mountain Range, 1875, oil on canvas, 137.5 x 226 cm
(Museo Nacional de Arte, INBA, Mexico City)

Towards the composition’s background, the
spectator can admire the receding waters of Lake
Texcoco and the contours of Mexico City. The
ancient Aztec capital of Tenochtitlan was
founded in the middle of this lake in 1325. This
was a familiar site for Velasco, given that the
artist’s home was located at the foot of the small
hill shown in the middle of the canvas. This
unassuming hill was also an important sacred
colonial site where the Virgin of Guadalupe first
appeared to the indigenous man Juan Diego in
1531. The artist is known to have painted in this
location many times. This version of The Valley
of Mexico from the Hillside of Santa Isabel is
perhaps the most celebrated of a dozen or so
images with the same subject done by the artist
between 1875 and 1892. At one point, the
brushstrokes that form the peaks of the snowcovered volcanoes, the rock formations, and
other details were done from memory, making it
possible for the artist to change and manipulate
the details of the landscape as he saw fit.
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Caspar David Friedrich, The Riesengebirge Mountains,
1835, oil on canvas, 73.5 x 102.5 cm (Alte Nationalgalerie,
Berlin)
German Romanticism

The Valley of Mexico from the Hillside of Santa
Isabel can be viewed as a re-interpretation of the
common late eighteenth-century German
subject, “pastoral idylls,” where a sense of poetic
harmony and daily life were united. In the
tradition of artists such as Casper David
Friedrich (above) and Joseph Anton Koch,
Velasco introduces his figures (below) not as
mere staffage, or accessories enhancing the rest
of the artwork, but as key components behind
the composition’s poetics. Similar to his German
predecessors, Velasco explored the romantic
relationship between human figures and the
scenery they inhabit. Two indigenous
individuals are presented in transit from the city
to the country, reflecting a romantic, yet difficult
socio-economic relationship between people and
their ancestral land. The figures’ indigenous
garments intrinsically relate to the national
iconography displayed throughout the image. In
the words of the German poet Johann Christoph
Friedrich von Schiller, the figures in a landscape
must represent “a humanity reconciled with
itself…nature purified, raised to its highest moral
dignity…the ideal beauty applied to real life.”¹
Velasco has produced an image where national
pride, romantic poetry, and daily life blend to
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transform the Valley of Mexico into a Romantic
masterpiece.

Figures in foreground (detail), José María Velasco, The
Valley of Mexico from the Santa Isabel Mountain Range,
1875, oil on canvas, 137.5 x 226 cm (Museo Nacional de
Arte, INBA, Mexico City)

Overall, The Valley of Mexico from the Hillside of
Santa Isabel represents an important period in
the development of Mexico’s national identity
and an important chapter in the history of
Mexican art. Velasco’s landscapes became
symbols of the nation as they represented
Mexico in several World Fairs. The union of
romantic European sensibilities and the
historical
allegories
observed
in
his
compositions won him important recognition in
Chicago, Paris and Philadelphia in the late
nineteenth century.

118. Velasco, The Valley of Mexico from the
Hillside of Santa Isabel
A CONVERSATION
Dr. Lauren Kilroy-Ewbank and Dr. Steven Zucker

Isabel Mountain Range (Valle de México desde el cerro de
Santa Isabel), 1875, oil on canvas, 137.5 x 226 cm (Museo
Nacional de Arte, INBA, Mexico City)

This is a transcript of a conversation conducted the
Museo Nacional de Arte in Mexico City, Mexico.
Steven: We’re in the National Museum of Art in
Mexico City and we’re looking at an amazing,
very large canvas by José María Velasco. It is this
panoramic image of the Valley of Mexico.

Lauren: José María Velasco is using light and
shadow to guide our eye in this wonderful zigzag
motion so that we recede from the foreground all
the way into the back to the city itself.

Lauren: The painting is about the land.

Steven: So let’s talk about how we get there.
In the very foreground, we have this incredible
specificity, and this is an artist who’s known to
take real care with botanical and meteorological
phenomena so he’s studying plants, he’s
studying the geology, and he’s studying cloud
formations trying to get this right. But our eye
first lands on this little vignette of a mother and
two children who seem to be walking away from
the city, walking back into nature.

Steven: And about the history of the land. In the
center, and slightly to the right, we see Mexico
City itself. It can be barely seen but it’s clear
enough so that we can just make out the towers
of the Cathedral of Mexico City.

José María Velasco, The Valley of Mexico from the Santa
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Figures in foreground (detail), José María Velasco, The
Valley of Mexico from the Santa Isabel Mountain Range,
1875, oil on canvas, 137.5 x 226 cm (Museo Nacional de
Arte, INBA, Mexico City)

Lauren: There’s this dramatic shadow that starts
in the bottom right hand corner that arches its
way across the foreground but that helps lead
our eye around the light so that we go around
this foreground precipice, and then we begin to
find our way to the middle ground to where
we first see structures that are associated with
the Hill of Tepeyac where the Basilica to the
Virgin of Guadalupe is, where she miraculously
appeared to Juan Diego in 1531.
Steven: One of the great spiritual moments, and
one of the great spiritual places in Mexico. So
this painting is in some ways a celebration of
great moments in Mexican history and its
spiritual roots.
Lauren: Beyond that, we’re seeing roads that are
in part the ancient Aztec causeway that lead us
to the heart of Mexico City, and we see some of
the effects of industrialization but only hints of
it. Dust, maybe, being kicked up by machinery
or by carriages. All of this is set against the
receding lake.

José María Velasco, The Valley of Mexico from the Santa
Isabel Mountain Range (Valle de México desde el cerro de
Santa Isabel),1875, oil on canvas, 137.5 x 226 cm (Museo
Nacional de Arte, INBA, Mexico City) (photo: Steven
Zucker, CC BY-NC-SA 2.0) <https://flic.kr/p/scNr3R>

Steven: A lake that had once surrounded the city
that we see in the distance when it was the Aztec
capitol but is now being pushed off by increasing
development. So we see this transitory moment
not only in terms of human development but
also in terms of the formations of the sky. We see
clouds, we see a rainstorm off to the right, that
beautifully balance the two volcanic peaks that
we see on the left.
Lauren: Those volcanic peaks are important to
the history of Mexico. They are the volcanoes
Popocatepetl and Iztaccihuatl, thought to have
been related to two individuals, two lovers from
the Aztec period, so they were important to the
mythohistory of Mexico.
Steven: So even as this is a celebration of Mexico,
its present, its history, its mythology, it’s also
very much a painting of the 19th-century. This
is a painting that is deeply informed by the
Romanticism of people like John Constable in
England or Casper David Friedrich in Germany.
This is an international movement that is
looking back to nature in all of its grandeur, the
way in which it can evoke a spiritual power but
at a historical moment that is interested in the
scientific. Lauren: I think that’s where it begins
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to depart more from those Romantic qualities of
the landscape. José María Velasco was interested
in the scientific observation of nature to try to
make it as exact as possible. So he’s painting this
as a member of the Academy of San Carlos, this
academic institution here in Mexico City, and his
teacher is actually an Italian immigrant who is
training and teaching landscape painting.
Steven: One of the techniques that the artist uses
is to paint this in a studio so that he can get
the exact detail that he wants in a controlled
circumstance, but to base the painting on
numerous sketches that he does in the
landscape, and we’re fortunate to have some of
the sketches that he produced while hiking in
these mountains.
Lauren: And this is one of the numerous
paintings that the artist completed that show the
Valley of Mexico from this perspective, and in
fact as we stand in the gallery, we can see some
of these other paintings, including another from
almost the same vantage point, but in this one
from a slightly different angle, a bit higher up,
but we don’t have any human figures.
Steven: Instead, in the foreground, we see an
eagle that seems to have just flown off a cactus.
In Mexico, this is potent imagery.

José María Velasco, The Valley of Mexico from the Santa
Isabel Mountain Range (Valle de México desde el cerro de
Santa Isabel), 1875, oil on canvas, 137.5 x 226 cm (Museo
Nacional de Arte, INBA, Mexico City) (photo: Steven
Zucker, CC BY-NC-SA 2.0) <https://flic.kr/p/rVhjMQ>

Lauren: It could just be an eagle flying off a
cactus, but for Mexican history, this is related
to the Aztec migration story where they ended
up establishing their capital city of Tenochtitlan,
or modern day Mexico City, on an island in the
middle of the lake after they saw an eagle
perched atop a cactus.
Steven: And this symbol is a central emblem of
the Mexican flag, can be found on Mexican
currency and remains an important way in
which modern Mexico ties itself back to its Aztec
origins.
Lauren: And so how we can understand these
paintings by José María Velasco is in part due to
this increasing urgency for a Mexican national
identity that has been ongoing since
independence in 1821.
Watch the video <https://youtu.be/abc1Y4Xid8>.

119. Rodin, The Burghers of Calais
Elisabeth Rowney

commemorated the heroism of Eustache de
Saint-Pierre, a prominent citizen of Calais,
during the dreadful Hundred Years’ War
between England and France (begun in 1337).
We see six men covered only in simple layers
of tattered sackcloth; their bodies appearing thin
and malnourished with bones and joints clearly
visible. Each man is a burgher, or city
councilmen, of Calais, and each has their own
stance and identifiable features. However, while
they may stand together with a sense of
familiarity, none of them are making eye contact
with the men beside them. Some figures have
their heads bowed or their faces obscured by
raised hands, while others try to stand tall with
their eyes gazing into the distance. They are
drawn together not through physical or verbal
contact, but by their slumped shoulders, bare
feet, and an expression of utter anguish.

Auguste Rodin, The Burghers of Calais, bronze, 1884-95
(Musée Rodin, Paris) (photo: Jeff Kubina, CC BY-SA
2.0)<https://flic.kr/p/sbXKi>

Six men, one purpose

Have you ever been at a gathering surrounded
by people and yet, felt completely and utterly
alone? If you are familiar with those emotions
– abandonment, loneliness, devastation—
remember what it feels like and then take
another look at the above sculpture by Auguste
Rodin.
In 1885, Rodin was commissioned by the French
city of Calais to create a sculpture that
109
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Unbeknownst to the six burghers, at the time of
their departure, their lives would eventually be
spared. However, here Rodin made the decision
to capture these men not when they were finally
released, but in the moment that they gathered
to leave the city to go to their deaths. Instead
of depicting the elation of victory, the threat of
death is very real. Furthermore, Rodin stretched
his composition into a circle causing no one man
to be the focal point which allows the sculpture
to be viewed in-the-round from multiple
perspectives with no clear leader.

Detail of Eustache de Saint-Pierre, Auguste Rodin, The
Burghers of Calais, bronze, 1884-95 (Musée Rodin, Paris)
(photo: Jeff Kubina, CC BY-SA 2.0) <https://flic.kr/p/
sbXBL>

Rodin followed the recounting of Jean Froissart,
a fourteenth-century French chronicler, who
wrote of the war. According to Froissart, King
Edward III made a deal with the citizens of
Calais: if they wished to save their lives and their
beloved city, then not only must they surrender
the keys to the city, but six prominent members
of the city council must volunteer to give up
their lives. The leader of the group was Eustache
de Saint-Pierre, who Rodin depicted with a
bowed head and bearded face towards the
middle of the gathering. To Saint-Pierre’s left,
with his mouth closed in a tight line and
carrying a giant set of keys, is Jean d’Aire. The
remaining men are identified as Andrieu
d’Andres, Jean de Fiennes, and Pierre and
Jacques de Wissant.

Detail of Jean d’Aire, Auguste Rodin, The Burghers of
Calais, bronze, 1884-95 (Musée Rodin, Paris)
(photo: Jeremy Yoder, CC BY-NC 2.0) <https://flic.kr/p/
dPRMoj>
The commission

Rodin spent most of his young life looking for
approval and recognition. He was denied entry
into the prestigious École des Beaux-Arts in
Paris three times, and yet he continued to push
forward until he could finally gain professional
recognition. So, imagine his delight in 1885,
when he was asked to create a monument for
Calais. The only problem was he wanted to do it
his own way.
It was common in the nineteenth-century to
depict an event with a single heroic figure. For
example, Rodin’s later sculpture Monument to
Balzac (1891-97), where the French playwright
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and novelist, Honoré de Balzac, is shown
standing tall and alone with his head held high.
This is similar to what the city of Calais was
inevitably expecting from Rodin. As a result,
they were displeased with Rodin’s concept—they
wanted only one statue; the one of Eustache de
Saint-Pierre. Instead, Rodin included all six men
from Froissart’s account.
A closer look

While these six men, at first glance, may look
fragile, the heavy, rhythmic drapery that hangs
from their shoulders falls to the ground like lead
weights, anchoring them and creating a mass of
strong, unyielding bodies.
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ultimately, made some of the men appear higher
than others, yet they are all sculpted to be
around the same height, that of an adult male.
The burghers were not meant to be viewed in the
form of a hierarchal pyramid with Eustache de
Saint-Pierre at the top, which would have been
typical in a multi-figure statue, but as a group
equal in status. By bringing these men down to
‘street level,’ Rodin allowed the viewer to easily
look up into the men’s faces mere inches from
his/her own; enhancing the personal connection
between the viewer and the six men.

Detail, Auguste Rodin, The Burghers of Calais, bronze,
1884-95 (Musée Rodin, Paris) (photo: Elisabeth Rowney)
The outcome

Auguste Rodin, Monument to Balzac, bronze, 1891-97
(Musée Rodin, Paris) (photo: Jeff Kubina, CC BY-SA 2.0)
<https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/File:Monument
_to_Balzac.jpg>

In fact, the fabric appears to almost fused to
the ground—conveying the conflict between the
men’s desire to live and the need to save their
city. Rodin included raised portions of the floor
under the men’s feet which would have,

Because the patrons wanted a heroic quality,
with a raised pedestal that would place the
figures in a God-like status high above the
viewers, Rodin presented the city of Calais
with The Burghers of Calais complete with a
pedestal. However, the raised pedestal did not
allow an audience to view the work of art as
Rodin had intended. Therefore, he created a
second version, one lacking a pedestal, to be
placed at the Musée Rodin at the Hôtel Biron
in Paris. Rodin’s goal was to bring the audience
into his sculpture of The Burghers of Calais, and
he accomplished this by not only positioning
each figure in a different stance with the men’s
heads facing separate directions, but he lowered
them down to street level so a viewer could
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easily walk around the sculpture and see each
man and each facial expression and feel as if
they were a part of the group, personally
experiencing the tragic event.
Throughout his career, Rodin took risks and
created his works of art in his own, albeit
unconventional, way. As a result, Rodin set a
standard for artists who came after him and
his Burghers of Calais became one of his most
well-known and studied works.
Auguste Rodin, The Burghers of Calais, bronze, 1884-95
(Musée Rodin, Paris) (photo: Jeremy Yoder, CC BY-NC 2.0)
<https://flic.kr/p/dPRMfu>

Detail, Auguste Rodin, The Burghers of Calais, bronze, 1884-95 (Musée Rodin, Paris) (photo: Richard Mortel, CC BY-SA
2.0) <https://flic.kr/p/nbd64E>

120. Van Gogh, The Starry Night
Dr. Noelle Paulson

gallery and a gifted connoisseur of
contemporary art, was unimpressed, telling
Vincent, “I clearly sense what preoccupies you
in the new canvases like the village in the
moonlight… but I feel that the search for style
takes away the real sentiment of things” (813, 22
October 1889). Although Theo van Gogh felt that
the painting ultimately pushed style too far at
the expense of true emotive substance, the work
has become iconic of individualized expression
in modern landscape painting.

Vincent van Gogh, The Starry Night, 1889, oil on canvas,
73.7 x 92.1 cm (The Museum of Modern Art) (photo: Steven
Zucker, CC BY-NC-SA 2.0)
A rare night landscape

The curving, swirling lines of hills, mountains,
and sky, the brilliantly contrasting blues and
yellows, the large, flame-like cypress trees, and
the thickly layered brushstrokes of Vincent van
Gogh’s The Starry Night are ingrained in the
minds of many as an expression of the artist’s
turbulent state-of-mind. Van Gogh’s canvas is
indeed an exceptional work of art, not only in
terms of its quality but also within the artist’s
oeuvre, since, in comparison to favored subjects
like irises, sunflowers, or wheat fields, night
landscapes are rare. Nevertheless, it is surprising
that The Starry Night has become so well known.
Van Gogh mentioned it briefly in his letters as a
simple “study of night” or ”night effect.”

Vincent van Gogh, Starry Night over the Rhone, 1888, oil
on canvas, 72 x 92 cm (Musée d’Orsay)

Technical challenges

Van Gogh had had the subject of a blue night

His brother Theo, manager of a Parisian art
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sky dotted with yellow stars in mind for many
months before he painted The Starry Night in
late June or early July of 1889. It presented a
few technical challenges he wished to
confront—namely the use of contrasting color
and the complications of painting en plein air
(outdoors) at night—and he referenced it
repeatedly in letters to family and friends as a
promising if problematic theme. “A starry sky,
for example, well – it’s a thing that I’d like to try
to do,” Van Gogh confessed to the painter Emile
Bernard in the spring of 1888, “but how to arrive
at that unless I decide to work at home and from
the imagination?” (596, 12 April 1888).
As an artist devoted to working whenever
possible from prints and illustrations or outside
in front of the landscape he was depicting, the
idea of painting an invented scene from
imagination troubled Van Gogh. When he did
paint a first example of the full night sky
in Starry Night over the Rhône (1888, oil on
canvas, 72.5 x 92 cm, Musée d’Orsay, Paris), an
image of the French city of Arles at night, the
work was completed outdoors with the help of
gas lamplight, but evidence suggests that his
second Starry Night was created largely if not
exclusively in the studio.

Vincent van Gogh, The Starry Night, 1889, oil on canvas,
73.7 x 92.1 cm (The Museum of Modern Art)

Location

Following the dramatic end to his short-lived
collaboration with the painter Paul Gauguin in
Arles in 1888 and the infamous breakdown
during which he mutilated part of his own ear,
Van Gogh was ultimately hospitalized at SaintPaul-de-Mausole, an asylum, and clinic for the
mentally ill near the village of Saint-Rémy.
During his convalescence there, Van Gogh was
encouraged to paint, though he rarely ventured
more than a few hundred yards from the
asylum’s walls.

Saint-Paul-de-Mausole
near
Saint-Rémy,
France
(photo: Emdee, CC BY-SA 3.0) <https://de.wikipedia.org/
wiki/Abtei_Saint-Paul-de-Mausole#mediaviewer/File:
Chevet_de_Saint-Paul_de_Mausole.JPG>

Besides his private room, from which he had
a sweeping view of the mountain range of the
Alpilles, he was also given a small studio for
painting. Since this room did not look out upon
the mountains but rather had a view of the
asylum’s garden, it is assumed that Van Gogh
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composed The Starry Night using elements of a
few previously completed works still stored in
his studio, as well as aspects from imagination
and memory. It has even been argued that the
church’s spire in the village is somehow more
Dutch in character and must have been painted
as an amalgamation of several different church
spires that van Gogh had depicted years earlier
while living in the Netherlands.

Stars (detail), Vincent van Gogh, The Starry Night, 1889,
oil on canvas, 73.7 x 92.1 cm (The Museum of Modern Art,
New York)
The colors of the night sky

Church (detail), Vincent van Gogh, The Starry Night,
1889, oil on canvas, 73.7 x 92.1 cm (The Museum of
Modern Art, New York)

Van Gogh also understood the painting to be
an exercise in deliberate stylization, telling his
brother, “These are exaggerations from the point
of view of arrangement, their lines are contorted
like those of ancient woodcuts” (805, c. 20
September 1889). Similar to his friends Bernard
and Gauguin, van Gogh was experimenting with
a style inspired in part by medieval woodcuts,
with their thick outlines and simplified forms.

On the other hand, The Starry Night evidences
Van Gogh’s extended observation of the night
sky. After leaving Paris for more rural areas in
southern France, Van Gogh was able to spend
hours contemplating the stars without
interference from gas or electric city street
lights, which were increasingly in use by the
late nineteenth century. “This morning I saw the
countryside from my window a long time before
sunrise, with nothing but the morning star,
which looked very big” 777, c. 31 May – 6 June
1889). As he wrote to his sister Willemien van
Gogh from Arles,
It often seems to me that the night is
even more richly colored than the day,
colored with the most intense violets,
blues and greens. If you look carefully,
you’ll see that some stars are lemony,
others have a pink, green, forget-menot blue glow. And without laboring
the point, it’s clear to paint a starry
sky it’s not nearly enough to put white
spots on blue-black. (678, 14 September
1888)
Van Gogh followed his own advice, and his
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canvas demonstrates the wide variety of colors
he perceived on clear nights.
Invention, remembrance and observation

Impasto and brush strokes (detail), Vincent van Gogh, The
Starry Night, 1889, oil on canvas, 73.7 x 92.1 cm (The
Museum of Modern Art, New York)

remembrance, and observation combined with
Van Gogh’s use of simplified forms, thick
impasto, and boldly contrasting colors that have
made the work so compelling to subsequent
generations of viewers as well as to other artists.
Inspiring and encouraging others is precisely
what Van Gogh sought to achieve with his night
scenes. When Starry Night over the Rhône was
exhibited at the Salon des Indépendants, an
important and influential venue for vanguard
artists in Paris, in 1889, Vincent told Theo he
hoped that it “might give others the idea of doing
night effects better than I do.” The Starry Night,
his own subsequent “night effect,” became a
foundational image for Expressionism as well as
perhaps the most famous painting in Van Gogh’s
oeuvre.

Arguably, it is this rich mixture of invention,

Detail, Vincent van Gogh, The Starry Night, 1889, oil on canvas, 73.7 x 92.1 cm (The
Museum of Modern Art, New York)

121. Cassatt, The Coiffure
Farisa Khalid

mostly of scenes of urban bourgeois
pleasure—geishas, beautiful women, sumo
wrestlers, kabuki actors—and pictures of the
natural beauty around Edo (present day
Tokyo)—the mists of Mount Fuji, cherry
blossoms, rain showers, and surging waves
along the port of Kanagawa.

Mary Cassatt, The Coiffure, 1890-1891, drypoint and
aquatint on laid paper, sheet: 43.2 x 30.7 cm (National
Gallery of Art, Washington, D.C.)

In April of 1890, the École des Beaux-Arts
(School of Fine Arts) in Paris showcased an
exhibition of Japanese woodblock prints. These
ukiyo-e images, “pictures of the floating world,”
as they were evocatively called, were comprised

Kitagawa Utamaro, Takashima Ohisa Using Two Mirrors
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to Observe Her Coiffure, c. 1795, woodblock print, ink and
color on paper, 36.3 x 25 cm (Metropolitan Museum of Art)

Ever since Commodore Matthew C. Perry helped
to open imperial Japan to Western trade in 1853,
Europe had become fascinated with Japanese
culture. Artists like Edgar Degas, Camille
Pissaro, Claude Monet (recall Monet’s Japanese
bridge in his gardens at his estate in Giverny),
Vincent van Gogh, and James Abbott McNeill
Whistler, were among the many who
incorporated elements of Japanese design into
their work. Some of them also frequented the
bustling antique shop on the Rue de Rivoli, La
Porte Chinoise, that specialized in Japanese
woodblock prints, jades, lacquers, and
porcelains. The craze of Japonisme went to such
heights that in 1885, the English opera team of
W.S. Gilbert and Arthur Sullivan staged their
most popular show, a comic opera set entirely in
imperial Japan, The Mikado.

Among the audience at the exhibition at the
École des Beaux-Arts that April was the
American expatriate painter, Mary Cassatt.
Cassatt’s close friend, Edgar Degas, was a great
admirer of Japanese art and had recently seen
the exhibition with Camille Pissaro. Cassatt was
spellbound. In a letter written that week to her
friend, the painter Berthe Morisot, she wrote,
“You who want to make color prints wouldn’t
dream of anything more beautiful. I dream of
doing it myself and can’t think of anything else
but color on copper…P.S. You must see the
Japanese—come as soon as you can.”¹
This drypoint etching, The Coiffure, of a woman
adjusting her hair is one of the hundreds that
Mary Cassatt made in her in-home studio in the
summer and fall of 1890 and in the winter of
1891. It was inspired in part by a woodblock
print in her personal collection, Kitagawa
Utamaro’s boudoir image of the daughter of a
prosperous Edo businessman, Takashima Ohisa
Using
Two
Mirrors
to
Observe
Her
Coiffure (above). La Coiffure also has its art
historical roots in Old Master paintings of
women bathing and the odalisque though it
departs from those conventional models to
become a tightly crafted exercise in form and
composition.
The word “la coiffure” evokes a precise image,
one of the wealthy women in glamorous
settings. The ritual of grooming, dressing, and
preparing one’s hair from the seventeenth and
eighteenth-century court days of Anne of
Austria and Marie Antoinette was passed down
to nineteenth-century ideals of femininity and
beauty.

Kitagawa Utamaro, Two Young Women Kneeling Back
to Back, Dressing Their Hair in Mirrors,woodblock print
(Lieber Collection, East Hampton, New York)
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The woman
in La Coiffure, unlike
Rembrandt’s Bathsheba or Ingres’ Odalisque, is
not sexualized. Though her breasts are exposed,
her chest and the details of her body are
deliberately muted into an overall structure of
curves and crisp lines. This is an exercise in
clarity and tone where the subject, the woman’s
body, is a compositional element in the
picture—as vividly realized as the other
significant patterns of the room—the wallpaper,
the fabric of the armchair, and the carpet.

Georges Girard, “La Coiffure Française Illustrée,” c. 1900.

Jean-Auguste-Dominique Ingres, La Grande Odalisque,
1814, oil on canvas, 36″ x 63″ / 91 x 162 cm (Musée du
Louvre, Paris)

To wear an elaborate hairstyle such as those
depicted in this magazine illustration by George
Girard, one needed to have a maid to help with
one’s hair. “La coiffure” was part of a specific
lifestyle. Yet the woman in Cassatt’s print is
tending to her hair alone. Perhaps what we are
seeing is a working woman getting ready to start
her day. The counterpoint of the print’s title and
the reality of its subject matter characterizes the
ironic tension within the image.

As the viewer, we are placed at a slight leftward
angle from the woman in the chair so that we see
her through her reflection in the mirror while
she is looking away from it. The downward gaze
is similar to that of the model in the Utamaro,
is done partly in homage to the modesty of the
female subject in the ukiyo-e prints (artists were
always aware that their works were made for
a male-dominated market and designed them to
be enticing) and partly as a study of shape and
line, so that the viewer, realizing that he or she
is not looking at a psychological portrait, could
focus more intently on the compositional
elements of the work. The prints provided artists
with an opportunity to showcase their skill in
concision—using no more than is necessary to
convey an idea—the way a haiku poet showcases
similar skill within the three lines and seventeen
syllables of the poem

The woman in Cassatt’s La Coiffure sits in a
plush armchair in front of a mirror, her head
focused downward, her back arched, as she
adjusts her bun. The voyeuristic element to the
scene is drawn from precedents in works by
Rembrandt (Bathsheba at Her Bath, 1654) and
Ingres (La Grand Odalisque, 1814), which Cassatt
studied at the Louvre when she was a young
student in the mid-1860s.
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The curve of the woman’s sloping back and neck
echoes the curves of the chair which stand in
contrast to the vertical lines of the mirror—a
compositional counterpoint that further
enhances the tension within the tight
composition. The limited color palette of shades
of rose, brown, and white, enables us to
focus closely on the form and clarity of line. It
also mimics the quality of pastels, which Cassatt,
like her friend Edgar Degas, often liked to use.
Through the process of the drypoint and
aquatint etching, La Coiffure combines Cassatt’s
propensity for hazy shading and soft tones with
a bold sharpness in line allowing the artist to
integrate the qualities of two disparate media.
Her desire to emulate the haziness, sensual and
suggestive possibilities of pastels is what
motivated Cassatt not to use woodblock printing
but intaglio. First, Cassatt carved her designs
onto a smooth copper plate with a fine metal
needle. Then the plate would be dusted with a
powdered resin and heated until the resin melted
in tiny mounds that hardened as they cooled.
Acid was then added on to the metal plate biting
the channels along with the resin droplets. The
deeper penetration of acid produced richer,
darker tones, while a lighter application of acid
produced lighter shades of color and a variety
of nuanced gradients could be generated within
a single print. Once Cassatt had replicated a
certain number of images from a plate, she
would incise the plate with a needle so that no
one could use the same image again.

Edgar Degas, At the Mirror, 1885-86, pastel (San Diego
Museum of Art)

The companion piece to La Coiffure is Woman
Bathing, another image of a woman, barechested and half-dressed, grooming before a
mirror.

Mary Cassatt, Woman Bathing, 1890-91, color aquatint,
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with drypoint from three plates, on off-white laid paper,
sheet: 46.7 x 31.1 cm (National Gallery of Art)

Cassatt was inspired in part by some of Degas’
pastels of women grooming. In Cassatt’s prints,
the time-honored boudoir scenes we see in
Titian and Bellini become de-eroticized and reappropriated as skilled exercises in form,
shading, and line. In the spirit of ukiyo-e and
Impressionism, these prints capture fugitive,
fleeting moments of the busy lives of the
Parisian bourgeois and working class.
Cassatt’s motivation in making the prints was
to make her art more accessible for a large
audience. She believed that everyone, regardless
of income or social position, should be able to
experience art and to own works they enjoy:
I believe [nothing] will inspire a taste
for art more than the possibility of
having it in the home. I should like to
feel that amateurs in America could
have an example of my work, a print
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or an etching, for a few dollars. That
is what they do in France. It is not left
to the rich alone to buy art; the
people—even the poor—have taste and
buy according to their means, and here
they can always find something they
can afford.²
This philosophy of art for the masses wasn’t
always
popular
with
Mary
Cassatt’s
contemporaries, like John Singer Sargent and the
art historian Vernon Lee (Violet Paget), who
viewed Cassatt’s printmaking as a dilution of
her precious talent. Yet Cassatt understood that
as the world was changing with the twentieth
century’s new industries and technology, more
and more people would have the income,
education, and ability to experience art in ways
they hadn’t been able to before. The proliferative
possibilities of the print and its evocative
potential to convey so much in such a small
space was just the art form to reach a
wider audience.
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Mary Cassatt, The Coiffure, 1890-1891, drypoint and aquatint on laid paper, sheet: 43.2 x 30.7
cm (National Gallery of Art, Washington, D.C.)

122. Munch, The Scream
Dr. Noelle Paulson

and yellow sky have engendered numerous
theories regarding the scene that is depicted.
Like the Mona Lisa, The Scream has been the
target of dramatic thefts and recoveries, and in
2012 a version created with pastel on cardboard
sold to a private collector for nearly $120,000,000
making it the second highest price achieved at
that time by a painting at auction.

Conceived as part of Munch’s semiautobiographical cycle “The Frieze of Life,” The
Scream’s composition exists in four forms: the
first painting, done in oil, tempera, and pastel on
cardboard (1893, National Gallery of Art, Oslo),
two pastel examples (1893, Munch Museum,
Oslo and 1895, private collection), and a final
tempera painting (1910, National Gallery of Art,
Oslo). Munch also created a lithographic version
in 1895. The various renditions show the artist’s
creativity and his interest in experimenting with
the possibilities to be obtained across an array
of media, while the work’s subject matter fits
with Munch’s interest at the time in themes of
relationships, life, death, and dread.

Edvard Munch, The Scream, 1910, tempera on board, 66
x 83 cm (The Munch Museum, Oslo) (photo: Photo:
Nasjonalmuseet / Høstland, Børre)

Second only to Leonardo da Vinci’s Mona Lisa,
Edvard Munch’s The Scream may be the most
iconic human figure in the history of Western
art. Its androgynous, skull-shaped head,
elongated hands, wide eyes, flaring nostrils, and
ovoid mouth have been engrained in our
collective cultural consciousness; the swirling
blue landscape and especially the fiery orange

For all its notoriety, The Scream is in fact a
surprisingly simple work, in which the artist
utilized a minimum of forms to achieve
maximum expressiveness. It consists of three
main areas: the bridge, which extends at a steep
angle from the middle distance at the left to fill
123
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the foreground; a landscape of shoreline, lake or
fjord, and hills; and the sky, which is activated
with curving lines in tones of orange, yellow,
red, and blue-green.

Detail, Munch, The Scream, 1910, tempera on board, 66
x 83 cm (The Munch Museum, Oslo) (photo: Photo:
Nasjonalmuseet)

Detail, Munch, The Scream, 1910, tempera on board, 66
x 83 cm (The Munch Museum, Oslo) (photo: Photo:
Nasjonalmuseet)

Foreground and background blend into one
another, and the lyrical lines of the hills ripple
through the sky as well. The human figures are
starkly separated from this landscape by the
bridge. Its strict linearity provides a contrast
with the shapes of the landscape and the sky.
The two faceless upright figures in the
background belong to the geometric precision
of the bridge, while the lines of the foreground
figure’s body, hands, and head take up the same
curving shapes that dominate the background
landscape.
The screaming figure is thus linked through
these formal means to the natural realm, which
was apparently Munch’s intention. A passage
in Munch’s diary dated January 22, 1892, and
written in Nice, contains the probable
inspiration for this scene as the artist
remembered it: “I was walking along the road
with two friends—the sun went down—I felt a
gust of melancholy—suddenly the sky turned a
bloody red. I stopped, leaned against the railing,
tired to death—as the flaming skies hung like
blood and sword over the blue-black fjord and
the city—My friends went on—I stood there
trembling with anxiety—and I felt a vast infinite
scream [tear] through nature.” The figure on the
bridge—who may even be symbolic of Munch
himself—feels the cry of nature, a sound that
is sensed internally rather than heard with the
ears. Yet, how can this sensation be conveyed in
visual terms?
Munch’s approach to the experience of
synesthesia, or the union of senses (for example
the belief that one might taste a color or smell
a musical note), results in the visual depiction
of sound and emotion. As such, The
Scream represents a key work for the Symbolist
movement as well as an important inspiration
for the Expressionist movement of the early
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twentieth century. Symbolist artists of diverse
international backgrounds confronted questions
regarding the nature of subjectivity and its
visual depiction. As Munch himself put it
succinctly in a notebook entry on subjective
vision written in 1889, “It is not the chair which
is to be painted but what the human being has
felt in relation to it.”
Since The Scream’s first appearance, many critics
and scholars have attempted to determine the
exact scene depicted, as well as inspirations for
the screaming figure. For example, it has been
asserted that the unnaturally harsh colors of the
sky may have been due to volcanic dust from
the eruption of Krakatoa in Indonesia, which
produced spectacular sunsets around the world
for months afterward. This event occurred in
1883, ten years before Munch painted the first
version of The Scream. However, as Munch’s
journal entry—written in the south of France
but recalling an evening by Norway’s fjords also
demonstrates—The Scream is a work of
remembered sensation rather than perceived
reality. Art historians have also noted the
figure’s resemblance to a Peruvian mummy that
had been exhibited at the World’s Fair in Paris in
1889 (an artifact that also inspired the Symbolist
painter Paul Gauguin) or to another mummy
displayed in Florence. While such events and
objects are visually plausible, the work’s effect
on the viewer does not depend on one’s
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familiarity with a precise list of historical,
naturalistic, or formal sources. Rather, Munch
sought to express internal emotions through
external forms and thereby provide a visual
image for a universal human experience.

Detail, Munch, The Scream, 1910, tempera on board, 66
x 83 cm (The Munch Museum, Oslo) (photo: Photo:
Nasjonalmuseet)

123. Gauguin, Where do we come from? What
are we? Where are we going?
Dr. Noelle Paulson

Paul Gauguin, Where do we come from? What are we? Where are we going?, 1897-98, oil on canvas, 139.1 x 374.6 cm
(Museum of Fine Arts, Boston)

Where do we come from? What are we? Where
are we going? is a huge, brilliantly colored but
enigmatic work painted on rough, heavy
sackcloth. It contains numerous human, animal,
and symbolic figures arranged across an island
landscape. The sea and Tahiti’s volcanic
mountains are visible in the background. It is
Paul Gauguin’s largest painting, and he
understood it to be his finest work.

transitioned from being a “Sunday painter”
(someone who paints for his or her own
enjoyment) to becoming a professional after his
career as a stockbroker failed in the early 1880s.
He visited the Pacific island Tahiti in French
Polynesia staying from 1891 to 1893. He then
returned to Polynesia in 1895, painted this
massive canvas there in 1897, and eventually
died in 1903, on Hiva Oa in the Marquesas
Islands.

Where are we going? represents the artist’s
painted manifesto created while he was living
on the island of Tahiti. The French artist
127
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of the painting’s esoteric imagery in the same
letter to de Monfried, written in February 1898:

Detail, Paul Gauguin, Where do we come from? What are
we? Where are we going?, 1897-98, oil on canvas, 139.1 x
374.6 cm (Museum of Fine Arts, Boston)

Gauguin wrote to his friend Daniel de Monfried,
who managed Gauguin’s career in Paris while
the artist remained in the South Pacific, “I
believe that this canvas not only surpasses all
my preceding ones, but [also] that I shall never
do anything better, or even like it.” Gauguin
completed Where are we going? at a feverish rate,
allegedly within one month’s time, and even
claimed to de Monfried that he went into the
mountains to attempt suicide after the work was
finished. Gauguin—ever the master of selfpromotion and highly conscious of his image as
a vanguard artist—may or may not have actually
poisoned himself with arsenic as he alleged, but
this legend was quite pointedly in line with the
painting’s themes of life, death, poetry, and
symbolic meaning.

Detail, Paul Gauguin, Where do we come from? What are
we? Where are we going?, 1897-98, oil on canvas, 139.1 x
374.6 cm (Museum of Fine Arts, Boston)

Gauguin himself provided a telling description

It is a canvas four meters fifty in width,
by one meter seventy in height. The two
upper corners are chrome yellow, with
an inscription on the left and my name
on the right, like a fresco whose corners
are spoiled with age, and which is
appliquéd upon a golden wall. To the
right at the lower end, a sleeping child
and three crouching women. Two
figures dressed in purple confide their
thoughts to one another. An enormous
crouching figure, out of all proportion
and intentionally so, raises its arms and
stares in astonishment upon these two,
who dare to think of their destiny. A
figure in the center is picking fruit. Two
cats near a child. A white goat. An idol,
its arms mysteriously raised in a sort of
rhythm, seems to indicate the Beyond.
Then lastly, an old woman nearing
death appears to accept everything, to
resign herself to her thoughts. She
completes the story! At her feet a
strange white bird, holding a lizard in
its claws, represents the futility of
words….So I have finished a
philosophical work on a theme
comparable to that of the Gospel.¹
Not only does Gauguin’s text clarify some of the
painting’s abstruse, idiosyncratic iconography, it
also invites us to “read” the image. Gauguin
suggests that the figures have mysterious
symbolic meanings and that they might answer
the questions posed by the work’s title. And,
in the manner of a sacred scroll written in an
ancient language, the painting is to be read from
right to left: from the sleeping infant—where we
come from—to the standing figure in the
middle—what we are—and ending at the left
with the crouching old woman—where we are
going.
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Detail, Paul Gauguin, Where do we come from? What are
we? Where are we going?, 1897-98, oil on canvas, 139.1 x
374.6 cm (Museum of Fine Arts, Boston)
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complete interpretations of Where do we come
from? remain out of reach. The painting is a
deliberate mixture of universal meaning—the
questions asked in the title are fundamental ones
that address the very root of human
existence—and
esoteric
mystery.
Although Where do we come from? is painted on
a large scale similar to the decorative public
panels created by the French artist Pierre Puvis
de
Chavannes
(an
artist
Gauguin
admired), Where do we come from? is essentially
a private work whose meaning was
likely known only to Gauguin himself.

Stylistically, the composition is designed and
painted to recall frescoes or icons painted on
a gold ground. The upper corners have been
painted with a bright yellow to contribute to this
effect, and the figures appear out of proportion
to one another—“deliberately so” as Gauguin
wrote—as if they were floating in space rather
than resting firmly upon the earth.

Detail, Paul Gauguin, Where do we come from? What are
we? Where are we going?, 1897-98, oil on canvas, 139.1 x
374.6 cm (Museum of Fine Arts, Boston)

Detail, Paul Gauguin, Where do we come from? What are
we? Where are we going?, 1897-98, oil on canvas, 139.1 x
374.6 cm (Museum of Fine Arts, Boston)

These stylistic features, along with Gauguin’s
enigmatic subject contribute to the painting’s
“philosophical” quality. And as is common with
other Symbolist works of this period, precise,

A few months after completing the painting,
Gauguin sent it to Paris along with several other
works of art, intending that they should be
exhibited together in a gallery or an artist’s
studio. He sent de Monfried careful instructions
about how Where do we come from? should be
framed (“a plain strip of wood, 10 centimeters
wide, and white-washed to resemble a mural”)
and who should be invited to the exhibition (“in
this way, instead of crowds one can have whom
one wants, and thus gain connections that
cannot harm you.”) The concern Gauguin reveals
in the details indicates his continued awareness
of the Parisian art market, which remained a
central focus even as he exiled himself on a small
tropical island on the other side of the globe.
In November and December 1898, the group of
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Tahitian paintings was displayed at the gallery
of Ambroise Vollard, a former law student
turned art dealer who specialized in vanguard
artists. Vollard seems to have had difficulty
selling the “large picture,” as Gauguin called it.
Efforts by the artist’s Parisian friends to
collectively acquire the painting and donate it
to the French state were never realized. Where

do we come from? shuttled between galleries and
private collections in France and Norway until
the Museum of Fine Arts, Boston, purchased it in
1936.
1. “The Wisdom of Paul Gauguin—Artist,”
International Studio, volume 73, number 291, 69.

124. Sullivan, Carson, Pirie, Scott and Company
Building
Dr. Margaret Herman

whole-block office buildings and stores in
Chicago’s Loop that first gave rise to the term
“skyscraper” in the late nineteenth century. At
the intersection of State and Madison Streets,
however, one building with large glass windows
and a rounded corner entryway covered with
lavish decoration stands out. In contrast to its
relatively plain neighbors, the pedestrian’s eye is
immediately attracted to the structure’s bronzecolored ground floor and broad white façade
stretching twelve stories above it. This is Louis
Sullivan’s Carson, Pirie, Scott building, a
department store constructed in two stages in
1899 and 1903-04.

Hancock
Tower,
Chicago (photo: jochemberends,
<https://flic.kr/p/4LXya2> CC: BY-NC-SA 2.0)

Walking amidst the endless crowd of tall
buildings
in
Chicago’s
downtown
neighborhoods, the twenty-first-century viewer,
overwhelmed by the colossal Hancock Tower
(1970) almost misses the comparatively stocky,

Louis Sullivan, Carson, Pirie, Scott Building, 1899 and
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1903-04, Chicago (photo: Scott Fisher, <https://flic.kr/p/
dXa574> CC: BY-NC 2.0)

Sullivan’s building is an important example of
early Chicago skyscraper architecture, and can
also be seen as a fascinating indicator of the
relationship
between
architecture
and commerce. The firm of Adler & Sullivan first
became known in Chicago in the early 1880s for
the design of the Auditorium Building (see
below) and other landmarks utilizing new
methods of steel frame construction and a
uniquely American blend of Art Nouveau
decoration with a simplified monumentality.

Louis Sullivan, Carson, Pirie, Scott Building, Chicago
(while still Schlesinger & Mayer, with original cornice
and before addition at right)

Dankmar Adler & Louis Sullivan, Auditorium Building,
1889, Chicago

By the mid-1890s, Sullivan struck out on his own
and
wrote
his treatise
on
skyscraper
architecture, “The Tall Office Building
Artistically Considered.” In it, Sullivan analyzed
the problem of high-rise commercial
architecture, arguing with his famous phrase
“form must ever follow function” that a
building’s design must reflect the social purpose
of a particular space.

Sullivan illustrates this philosophy by describing
an ideal tripartite skyscraper. First, there should
be a base level with a ground floor for businesses
that require easy public access, light, and open
space, and a second story also publicly accessible
by stairways. These floors should then be
followed by an infinite number of stories for
offices, designed to look all the same because
they serve the same function. Finally, the
building should be topped with an attic storey
and distinct cornice line to mark its endpoint
and set it apart from other buildings within the
cityscape. For Sullivan, the characteristic feature
of a skyscraper was that it was tall, and so the
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building’s design should serve that goal by
emphasizing its upward momentum.
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number of ways. The windows on the ground
floor, displaying the store’s products, are much
larger than those above. The three doors of the
main entrance were placed within a rounded bay
on the corner of the site so that they are visible
from all directions approaching the building.

Detail of corner entrance, Louis Sullivan, Carson, Pirie,
Scott Building, 1899 and 1903-04, Chicago (photo: Chris
Smith, <https://flic.kr/p/ebYwNM> CC: BY-NC-SA 2.0)

Louis Sullivan, The Wainwright Building, 1891, St. Louis
(photo: Tom Bastin, <https://flic.kr/p/a4rcWT> CC: BY 2.0)

By the turn of the century, Sullivan adapted
these ideas to a new context, a department store
for the Schlesinger & Mayer company that was
soon purchased by Carson, Pirie, Scott. In
contrast to Sullivan’s earlier office buildings (like
the 1891 Wainwright Building in St. Louis),
Carson, Pirie, Scott in downtown Chicago was
intended to meet its patron’s needs in a much
different way. Instead of emphasizing the
beehive of identical windows meant to reflect
the identical work taking place in each
individual office, in the Carson Pirie Scott
building, Sullivan highlighted instead the lower
street-level section and entryway to draw
shoppers into the store. This was done in a

The corner entryway and the entire base section
are differentiated from the spare upper stories by
a unified system of extremely ornate decoration.
The cast-iron ornament contains the same highly
complicated, delicate, organic and floral motifs
that had become hallmarks of Sullivan’s design
aesthetic. For Sullivan, the decorative program
served a functional project as well, to distinguish
the building from those surrounding it, and to
make the store attractive to potential customers.
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Detail of corner entrance, Louis Sullivan, Carson, Pirie,
Scott Building, 1899 and 1903-04, Chicago (photo: Dauvit
Alexander, <https://flic.kr/p/drMQbn> CC: BY-NC-SA 2.0)

Detail of terracotta exterior with “Chicago” windows at
right, Louis Sullivan, Carson, Pirie, Scott Building, 1899
and 1903-04, Chicago (photo: Kevin Zolkiewicz,
<https://flic.kr/p/jSZzw> CC: BY-NC-SA 2.0)

The upper parts of the Carson, Pirie, Scott
building also reflect Sullivan’s adaptation of his
skyscraper theory to a department store. Each
successive story of the white terra-cotta façade
contains identical windows, in this case, the
three-sectioned “Chicago” window common to
late nineteenth-century skyscrapers in the city.
There is an overhanging cornice at the very top
that seems to signify the end of the building’s
ascent and makes the slightly set-back attic level
distinct from the broad mid-section and the dark
cast-iron decoration of the base level.
Unlike Sullivan’s office buildings, however, the
building’s primary thrust is horizontal rather
than vertical. Sullivan’s design emphasizes the
long, uninterrupted lines running under each
window from each side of the building towards
the entry bay, while the decorative base at the
bottom and the cornice line at the top flow
seamlessly around the corner.

Open floorplan

The wide rectangular window frames and
relatively squat twelve-story frame were
intended to meet the specific requirements of a
department store, whose mission called for
expansive open spaces to display products
to customers, not endless individual offices.

124. Carson, Pirie, Scott and Company Building, Louis Sullivan

Reconstructed cornice detail, Louis Sullivan, Carson, Pirie,
Scott Building, 1899 and 1903-04, Chicago

Some later critics like Lewis Mumford and
Sigfried Giedion viewed the lower, ornamental
section of Sullivan’s Carson, Pirie, Scott building
as an uncomfortable disruption to the otherwise
stripped-down, planar style they favored.
Nevertheless, the building’s continuous
operation well into the twenty-first century
speaks not only to the prestige of Sullivan’s
name but also to the sustained value of
architecture as a corporate symbol.
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Terracotta detail, Louis Sullivan, Carson, Pirie,
Scott, 1899, 1903-04, Chicago
(photo: Steve
Minor,
<https://flic.kr/p/9Rzwnz> all rights reserved, by
permission)

With its elaborate decorative program and
attention paid to the functional requirements of
retail architecture, Sullivan’s design was a
remarkably successful display for the
department store’s products, even if it diverged
from the wholly vertical effect of his earlier
skyscrapers.

125. Cézanne, Mont Sainte-Victoire
Dr. Benjamin Harvey

It can be difficult to estimate, by eye, just how
far away a mountain lies. A peak can dominate
a landscape and command our attention, filling
our eyes and mind. Yet it can come as something
of a shock to discover that such a prominent
natural feature can still be a long distance from
us.
A mountain

At 3317 feet (1011 meters) high, the limestone
peak of Mont Sainte-Victoire is a pigmy
compared to the giants of, say, Mount Fuji and
Mount Rainier. But, like them, it still exercises a
commanding presence over the country around
it and, in particular, over Aix-en-Provence, the
hometown of Paul Cézanne. Thanks to his many
oil paintings and watercolors of the mountain,
the painter has become indelibly associated with
it. Think of Cézanne and his still-lifes and
landscapes come to mind, his apples and his
depictions of Mont Sainte-Victoire.

Paul Cézanne, Mont Sainte-Victoire, 1902-04, oil on
canvas, 73 x 91.9 cm (Philadelphia Museum of Art)
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Paul Cézanne, Bathers at Rest, 1876-77, oil on canvas, 82
x 101 cm (The Barnes Foundation, Philadelphia)

Steeped in centuries of history and folklore, both
classical and Christian, the mountain—or, more
accurately, mountain range—only gradually
emerged as a major theme in Cézanne’s work. In
the 1870s, he included it in a landscape called The
Railway Cutting, 1870 (Neue Pinakothek,
Munich) and a few years later it appeared behind
the monumental figures of his Bathers at Rest,
1876-77 (The Barnes Foundation, Philadelphia),
which was included in the Third Impressionist

Exhibition of 1877. But it wasn’t until the
beginning of the next decade, well after his
adoption of Impressionism, that he began
consistently featuring the mountain in his
landscapes. Writing in 1885, Paul Gauguin was
probably thinking of Mont Sainte-Victoire when
he imagined Cézanne spending “entire days in
the mountains reading Virgil and looking at the
sky.” “Therefore,” Gauguin continued, “his
horizons are high, his blues very intense, and
the red in his work has an astounding vibrancy.”
Cézanne’s legend was beginning to emerge and
a mountain ran through it.

125. Mont Sainte-Victoire, Cézanne
A series

Cézanne would return to the motif of Mont
Sainte-Victoire throughout the rest of his career,
resulting in an incredibly varied series of works.
They show the mountain from many different
points of view and often in relationship to a
constantly changing cast of other elements
(foreground trees and bushes, buildings and
bridges, fields and quarries). From this series,
we can extract a subgroup of over two-dozen
paintings and watercolors. Dating from the very
last years of the artist’s life, these landscapes
feature a heightened lyricism and, more
prosaically, a consistent viewpoint. They show
the mountain as it can be seen from the hill of
Les Lauves, located just to the north of Aix.
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over a valley at the foot of SainteVictoire, the craggy mountain which he
never ceased to paint[…]. He was filled
with admiration for this mountain.
Cézanne consciously cultivated his association
with the mountain and perhaps even wanted to
be documented painting it. When they visited
Aix in 1906, the artists Maurice Denis and KerXavier Roussel found themselves being led to
the same location. In an oil painting by Denis
and in some of Roussel’s photographs, we see
Cézanne standing before his easel and painting
the mountain. Again! It was the view we can see
in most of Cézanne’s late views of Mont SainteVictoire, including the painting that concerns us
here, which is now in the Philadelphia Museum
of Art.
The painting in Philadelphia

Mont Sainte-Victoire (photo: Bob Leckridge, CC BY-NCND 2.0) <https://flic.kr/p/7gddUo>
A walk from the studio

Cézanne bought an acre of land on this hill in
1901 and by the end of the following year, he had
built a studio on it. From here, he would walk
further uphill to a spot that offered a sweeping
view of Mont Sainte-Victoire and the land before
it. The painter Emile Bernard recalled
accompanying Cézanne on this very walk:
Cézanne picked up a box in the hall [of
his studio] and took me to his motif. It
was two kilometers away with a view

In this work, Cézanne divides his composition
into three roughly equal horizontal sections,
which extend across the three-foot wide canvas.
Our viewpoint is elevated. Closest to us lies a
band of foliage and houses; next, rough patches
of yellow ochre, emerald, and viridian green
suggest the patchwork of an expansive plain and
extend the foreground’s color scheme into the
middleground; and above, in contrasting blues,
violets and greys, we see the “craggy mountain”
surrounded by sky. The blues seen in this section
also accent the rest of the work while,
conversely, touches of green enliven the sky and
mountain.
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Detail, Paul Cézanne, Mont Sainte-Victoire, 1902-04, oil
on canvas, 73 x 91.9 cm (Philadelphia Museum of Art)

of the mountain. Though the outermost contour
is immediately apparent, inside of it one can
also discern a second line (or, more accurately,
a series of lines and edges). The two converge
just shy of the mountaintop. The area between
this outer contour and the interior line or ridge
demarcates a distinctive spatial plane; this slope
recedes away from us and connects to the larger
mountain range lying behind the sheer face.
Attend to this area, and the mountain seems
to gain volume. It becomes less of an irregular
triangle and more of a complicated pyramid.

Subtle adjustments

In other words, Cézanne introduced subtle
adjustments in order to avoid too simple a
scheme. So the peak of the mountain is pushed
just to the right of center, and the horizon line
inclines gently upwards from left to right. In fact,
a complicated counterpoint of diagonals can be
found in each of the work’s bands, in the roofs
of the houses, in the lines of the mountain, and
in the arrangement of the patches in the plain,
which connect foreground to background and
lead the eye back.
Flatness and depth

Cézanne evokes a deep, panoramic scene and the
atmosphere that fills and unifies this space. But
it is absolutely characteristic of his art that we
also remain acutely aware of the painting as a
fairly rough, if deftly, worked surface. Flatness
coexists with depth and we find ourselves caught
between these two poles—now more aware of
one, now the other. The mountainous landscape
is both within our reach, yet far away.
A comparison

Comparing the Philadelphia canvas with some
of Cézanne’s other views of Mont SainteVictoire and with photos of the area can help
us to grasp some of the perceptual subtleties
and challenges of the work. Take the left side

Paul Cézanne, Mont Sainte-Victoire with Large Pine, c.
1887, oil on canvas, 66.8 c 92.3 (The Courtauld Gallery,
London)

125. Mont Sainte-Victoire, Cézanne
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Detail, Paul Cézanne, Mont Sainte-Victoire, 1902-04, oil
on canvas, 73 x 91.9 cm (Philadelphia Museum of Art)

Or look again at the painting’s most obvious
focus of interest, the top of the mountain.
Cézanne’s other works show that the mountain
has a kind of double peak, with a slightly higher
point to the left side and a lower one to the right.
At first glance, the Philadelphia canvas seems to
contradict this: the mountain’s truncated apex
appears to rise slightly from left to right. But
a closer look reveals that Cézanne does respect
topography. The small triangular patch of light
gray—actually the priming of the canvas—can
be read as belonging to the space immediately
above the mountain or perhaps as a cloud behind
it. Thus it is the gray and light blue brushstrokes
immediately below this patch that describe the
downward slant of the mountain top.

Detail, Paul Cézanne, Mont Sainte-Victoire, 1902-04, oil
on canvas, 73 x 91.9 cm (Philadelphia Museum of Art)

Curiously, in one respect, our point-of-view is
actually a little misleading. At an elevation of
3104 feet (946 meters), the left peak is not the
highest point but merely appears to so from Les
Lauves. A huge iron cross—la croix de
Provence—was erected on this spot in the early
1870s, the fourth to be placed there. Though
visible from afar, the cross appears in none of
Cézanne’s depictions of the mountain.
Cézanne had presumably stood on this summit,
or these summits, several times. He had
thoroughly explored the countryside around
Aix, first during youthful rambles with his
friends and later as a plein-air artist in search
of motifs. And we know for certain that he had
climbed to the top of the mountain as recently
as 1895. Armed with these experiences, he could
have estimated the distance from Les Lauves to
the top of Mont Sainte-Victoire with some
accuracy—it’s about ten miles (16 kilometers) as
the crow flies.
When he stood on the mountain in 1895
Cézanne had, so to speak, entered into one of his
own landscapes. As he stood there, perhaps he
paused to recall some of the paintings of Mont
Sainte-Victoire he had already made. But, to
return to Gauguin’s language, could he possibly
have dreamt of the works he would go on to
paint in the following decade—works like the
Philadelphia landscape, with its high horizon,
intense blues, and astounding vibrancy?

125. Cézanne, Mont Sainte-Victoire
A CONVERSATION
Dr. Beth Harris and Dr. Steven Zucker

This is a transcript of a conversation conducted in
the galleries of the Philadelphia Art Museum in
Philadelphia, Pennsylvania.

period of time. Normally we think about
impressionism as paintings that are done onsite,
rather rapidly. But this is decidedly different.
Steven: Paul Cezanne is often grouped with
Gauguin and Van Gogh and Searat and called
a Post-Impressionist, but he began his career
exhibiting with the impressionists in Paris. He
moved back to the area that he grew up in, in
the South of France later in his life. And this
painting was made in the last few years of his
life. He would die just two years after it was
completed.
Beth: It’s funny to talk about this painting being
completed because it feels unfinished. There are
places where we see the canvass underneath or
buildings that seem to be taking shape. There
are trees that seem to be half-formed. Even the
mountain itself seems to be, almost in the
process of forming.

Paul Cézanne, Mont Sainte-Victoire, 1902-04, oil on
canvas, 73 x 91.9 cm (Philadelphia Museum of Art)

Steven: Paul Cezanne is probably best known for
two things, his still lifes with apples, and his
landscapes of a mountain in the south of France,
in Provence, known as Mount Saint-Victoire.

Steven: We can clearly read a mountain, a sky,
clouds, trees, farmland, and buildings, but at the
same time, if we look too closely, they all fall
apart and they are all formed of a series of hash
marks that create a sense of optical movement
and change. To think about historically, what it
means for an artist to do this with landscape.
From the seventeenth century forward, painters
like Poussin or Claude had been deeply

Beth: And we’re looking at a painting of Mount
Saint-Victoire here in the Philadelphia Museum
of Art that dates to 1902-04. It’s interesting to
think about Cezanne painting this mountain
over and over again, but also painting each
painting of the mountain over an extended
143
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concerned with creating space that was
believable and Cezanne seems to be here directly
attacking that tradition. He’s creating wipe has
been referred to as a curtain of paint. The paint is
so present throughout the surface of the canvass.
In the sky, in the foreground, that all of it rises
up to the surface. All of it announces its twodimensionalitiy that it is on a vertical plane.
Beth: The whole tradition of landscape painting
and even the academic tradition in France of
painting generally is about high finish. Not
seeing the brush strokes which are so
emphatically present here. But, to me, I’m not
sure that he is attacking that tradition so much
as being true to his own personal vision as he
stood in front of this landscape. Here is is, the
end of the nineteenth century, the early years
of the twentieth century, Impressionism has
happened—this idea of depicting your own
sensations or subjective optical experience in
front of the landscape. And I think that’s a big
part of this for him.
Steven: There is an intimacy of vision, of a man
that has spent a lifetime looking at this
mountain from these vantage points and is
understanding his own visual experience. And
inventing a visual language to portray that
experience.
Beth: Cezanne will be really important for
Cubism. If we think about a painting like
Braque’s Viaduct at L’Estaque. You can see how
Braque is thinking about the forms in terms of
geometric shapes. And we have some sense of
that here.
Steven: But where Braque and Picasso will really
fully open up form, what we have here is
Cezanne just beginning to investigate what it
means to break contour. For example, at the
houses in the foreground, we can see the way
in which the color of the field enters into the
area that should be just the red of the roof. It’s

just a subtle opening up of form, ever so slightly,
whereas Braque and Picasso will dismantle form
almost completely.
Beth: So from the hindsight of the twentieth
century, we see this as an affirmation of the
flatness of the canvass. A denying of the
illusionism that was such an important part of
Western painting beginning in the Renaissance.
Steven: We shouldn’t say complete denial
because we can still see the mountain in the
background, we can still see the foreground of
the hills before, and we can still see the brush
immediately below our feet as we look from an
adjacent hilltop. Nevertheless, all the subtle cues
that had built up in landscape painting in the
centuries before have been left out.
Beth: Normally we would expect to see
atmospheric perspective. We would expect to see
the sky and mountains in the distance fading and
becoming less bright in color, less clear in their
focus. But in that way, Cezanne is treating every
part of this canvas in the same way.
Steven: Instead of using atmospheric perspective
to create a sense of form, the artist is simply
delineating distance by choice of color. We have
these blue-browns in the foreground. We have
reds and greens in the middle-ground, and we
have blues in the most distant area. But it is a
kind of arbitrary association of place with color.
Cezanne is able to create an even greater degree
of ambiguity by bringing color from one realm
into the other. Look for instance, at the way
that Cezanne takes the gray-purple from the
immediate foreground and builds that into the
sky. So that when we see those colors in
relationship to each other, that sky comes
forward.
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Beth: So what we have here is an investigation
of landscape that’s very different than what the
impressionists were doing. This is not about
capturing the transitory effect of light and
atmosphere. This seems to be about something
more permanent.

Detail, Paul Cézanne, Mont Sainte-Victoire, 1902-04, oil
on canvas, 73 x 91.9 cm (Philadelphia Museum of Art)

Steven: What Cezanne is after, it seems to me,
is a tension between the deeper session that we
expect and a radical confrontation with the twodimensionality of the surface.
Watch
the
KJuYXFHvRaY>/

video

<https://youtu.be/

126. Picasso, Les Demoiselles d’Avignon
Dr. Beth Harris and Dr. Steven Zucker

Pablo Picasso, Les Demoiselles d’Avignon, 1907, oil on canvas, 8′ x 7′ 8″ (243.9 x 233.7 cm) (Museum of
Modern Art, New York)
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Cézanne’s ghost, Matisse’s Bonheur de Vivre, and Picasso’s ego

One of the most important canvases of the
twentieth century, Picasso’s great breakthrough
painting Les
Demoiselles
d’Avignon was
constructed in response to several significant
sources.
First amongst these was his confrontation with
Cézanne’s great achievement at the posthumous
retrospective mounted in Paris a year after the
artist’s death in 1907.

Henri Matisse, Bonheur de Vivre, 1906, oil on canvas, 175
x 241 cm (The Barnes Foundation, Philadelphia)

Pablo becomes Picasso

Paul Cézanne, The Large Bathers, 1906, oil on canvas, 82
7⁄8 × 98 3⁄4″ (Philadelphia Museum of Art)

The retrospective exhibition forced the young
Picasso, Matisse, and many other artists to
contend with the implications of Cézanne’s art.
Matisse’s Bonheur de Vivre of 1906 was one of
the first of many attempts to do so, and the
newly completed work was quickly purchased
by Leo & Gertrude Stein and hung in their living
room so that all of their circle of avant-garde
writers and artists could see and praise it. And
praise it they did. Here was the promise of
Cézanne fulfilled—and one which incorporated
lessons learned from Seurat and van Gogh, no
less! This was just too much for the young
Spaniard.

By all accounts, Picasso’s intensely competitive
nature literally forced him to outdo his great
rival. Les Demoiselles D’Avignon is the result of
this effort. Let’s compare canvases. Matisse’s
landscape is a broad open field with a deep
recessionary vista. The figures are uncrowded.
They describe flowing arabesques that in turn
relate to the forms of nature that surround them.
Here is languid sensuality set in the mythic past
of Greece’s golden age.

In very sharp contrast, Picasso, with the intent
of making a name for himself (rather like the

126. Les Demoiselles d’Avignon, Picasso

young Manet and David), has radically
compressed the space of his canvas and replaced
sensual eroticism with a kind of aggressively
crude pornography. (Note, for example, the
squatting figure at the lower right.) His space is
interior, closed, and almost claustrophobic. Like
Matisse’s later Blue Nude (itself a response to Les
Demoiselles d’Avignon), the women fill the entire
space and seem trapped within it. No longer set
in a classical past, Picasso’s image is clearly of
our time. Here are five prostitutes from an actual
brothel, located on a street named Avignon in
the red-light district in Barcelona, the capital
of Catalonia in northern Spain—a street, by the
way, which Picasso had frequented.
Picasso has also dispensed with Matisse’s clear,
bright pigments. Instead, the artist chooses
deeper tones befitting urban interior light. Gone
too, is the sensuality that Matisse created.
Picasso has replaced the graceful curves
of Bonheur de Vivre with sharp, jagged, almost
shattered forms. The bodies of Picasso’s women
look dangerous as if they were formed of shards
of broken glass. Matisse’s pleasure becomes
Picasso’s apprehension. But while Picasso
clearly aims to “out do” Matisse, to take over
as the most radical artist in Paris, he also
acknowledges his debts. Compare the woman
standing in the center of Picasso’s composition
to the woman who stands with elbows raised
at the extreme left of Matisse’s canvas: like a
scholar citing a borrowed quotation, Picasso
footnotes.
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might be a little coarse, it is fair to say that
he had an enormous creative appetite. One of
several historical sources that Picasso pillaged
is archaic art, demonstrated very clearly by the
left-most figure of the painting, who stands
stiffly on legs that look awkwardly locked at the
knee. Her right arm juts down while her left arm
seems dislocated (this arm is actually a vestige of
a male figure that Picasso eventually removed).
Her head is shown in perfect profile with large
almond-shaped eyes and a flat abstracted face.
She almost looks Egyptian. In fact, Picasso has
recently seen an exhibition of archaic (an ancient
pre-classical style) Iberian (from Iberia–the
landmass that makes up Spain and Portugal)
sculpture at the Louvre. Instead of going back to
the sensual myths of ancient Greece, Picasso is
drawing on the real thing and doing so directly.
By the way, Picasso purchased, from
Apollinaire’s secretary, two archaic Iberian
heads that she had stolen from the Louvre! Some
have suggested that they were taken at Picasso’s
request. Years later Picasso would anonymously
return them.
Spontaneity, carefully choreographed

The creative vacuum-cleaner

Picasso draws on many other sources to
construct Les Demoiselles D’Avignon. In fact, a
number of artists stopped inviting him to their
studio because he would so freely and
successfully incorporate their ideas into his own
work, often more successfully than the original
artist. Indeed, Picasso has been likened to a
“creative vacuum cleaner,” sucking up every new
idea that he came across. While that analogy

Pablo Picasso, Study for Les Demoiselles D’Avignon, 1907,
oil on canvas, 7.5 x 8 in. (18.5 x 20.3 cm) (irregular)
(Museum of Modern Art, New York)
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Because the canvas is roughly handled, it is often
thought to be a spontaneous creation, conceived
directly. This is not the case. It was preceded
by nearly one hundred sketches. These studies
depict different configurations. In some, there
are two men in addition to the women. One
is a sailor. He sits in uniform in the center of
the composition before a small table laden with
fruit, a traditional symbol of sexuality. Another
man originally entered from the left. He wore a
brown suit and carried a textbook, he was meant
to be a medical student.
The (male) artist’s gaze

Each of these male figures was meant to
symbolize an aspect of Picasso. Or, more exactly,
how Picasso viewed these women. The sailor is
easy to figure out. The fictive sailor has been
at sea for months, he is an obvious reference
to pure sexual desire. The medical student is
trickier. He is not there to look after the women’s
health but he does see them with different eyes.
While the sailor represents pure lust, the student
sees the women from a more analytic
perspective. He understands how their bodies
are constructed, etc. Could it be that Picasso was
expressing the ways that he saw these women?
As objects of desire, yes, but also, with a
knowledge of anatomy probably superior to
many doctors. What is important is that Picasso
decides to remove the men. Why? Well, to begin,
we might imagine where the women focused
their attention in the original composition. If
men are present, the prostitutes attend to them.
By removing these men, the image is no longer
self-contained. The women now peer outward,
beyond the confines of the picture plane that
ordinarily protect the viewer’s anonymity. If the
women peer at us, like in Manet’s Olympia of
1863, we, as viewers, have become the
customers. But this is the twentieth century, not
the nineteenth and Picasso is attempting a

vulgar directness that would make even Manet
cringe.
Picasso’s perception of space

So far, we have examined the middle figure
which relates to Matisse’s canvas; the two
masked figures on the right side who refer, by
their aggression, to Picasso’s fear of disease; and,
we have linked the left-most figure to archaic
Iberian sculpture and Picasso’s attempt to elicit
a sort of crude primitive directness. That leaves
only one woman unaccounted for. This is the
woman with her right elbow raised and her left
hand on a sheet pulled across her left thigh. The
table with fruit that had originally been placed at
the groin of the sailor is no longer round, it has
lengthened, sharpened, and has been lowered to
the edge of the canvas. This table/phallus points
to this last woman. Picasso’s meaning is clear,
the still life of fruit on a table, this ancient
symbol of sexuality, is the viewer’s erect penis
and it points to the woman of our choice. Picasso
was no feminist. In his vision, the viewer is male.
Although explicit, this imagery only points to
the key issue. The woman that has been chosen
is handled distinctly in terms of her relation to
the surrounding space. Yes, more about space.
Throughout the canvas, the women and the
drapery (made of both curtains and sheets) are
fractured and splintered. Here is Picasso’s
response to Cezanne and Matisse. The women
are neither before nor behind. As in Matisse’s
Red Studio, which will be painted four years
later, Picasso has begun to try to dissolve the
figure/ground relationship. Now, look at the
woman that Picasso tells us we have chosen. Her
legs are crossed and her hand rests behind her
head, but although she seems to stand among the
others, her position is really that of a figure that
lies on her back. The problem is, we see her body
perpendicular to our line of sight. Like Matisse
and Cezanne before him, Picasso here renders
two moments in time: as you may have figured
out, we first look across at the row of women,
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and then we look down on to the prostitute of
our/Picasso’s choice.
African masks, women colonized

The two figures at the right are the most
aggressively abstracted with faces rendered as
if they wear African masks. By 1907, when this
painting was produced, Picasso had begun to
collect such work. Even the striations that
represent scarification is evident. Matisse and
Derain had a longer standing interest in such art,
but Picasso said that it was only after wandering
into the Palais du Trocadero, Paris’s
ethnographic museum, that he understood the
value of such art. Remember, France was a major
colonial power in Africa in the nineteenth and
twentieth centuries. Much African art was
ripped from its original geographic and artistic
context and sold in Paris. Although Picasso
would eventually become more sophisticated
regarding the original uses and meaning of the
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non-Western art that he collected, in 1907 his
interest was largely based on what he perceived
as its alien and aggressive qualities.
William Rubin, once the senior curator of the
department of painting and sculpture at The
Museum of Modern Art, and a leading Picasso
scholar, has written extensively about this
painting. He has suggested that while the
painting is clearly about desire (Picasso’s own),
it is also an expression of his fear. We have
already established that Picasso frequented
brothels at this time so his desire isn’t in
question, but Rubin makes the case that this is
only half the story. Les Demoiselles D’Avignon is
also about Picasso’s intense fear…his dread of
these women or more to the point, the disease
that he feared they would transmit to him. In the
era before antibiotics, contracting syphilis was
a well-founded fear. Of course, the plight of the
women seems not to enter Picasso’s story.
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Pablo Picasso, Les Demoiselles d’Avignon, 1907, oil on canvas, 243.9 x 233.7 cm (The Museum of Modern Art) (photo:
Steven Zucker, CC BY-NC-SA 2.0)

127. Stieglitz, The Steerage
Dr. Kris Belden-Adams

aboard the first-class quarters of the fashionable
ship Kaiser Wilhelm II.
Although Emmeline looked forward to shopping
in Paris and to visiting her relatives in Germany,
Stieglitz was anything but enthusiastic about the
trip. His marriage to status-conscious Emmeline
had become particularly stressful amid rumors
about his possible affair with the tarot-card
illustrator/artist Pamela Coleman Smith. In
addition, Stieglitz felt out of place in the
company of his fellow upper-class passengers.
But it was precisely this discomfort among his
peers that prompted him to take a photograph
that would become one of the most important in
the history of photography. In his 1942 account
“How The Steerage Happened,” Stieglitz recalls:
How I hated the atmosphere of the first
class on that ship. One couldn’t escape
the ‘nouveau riches.’ […]
Alfred Stieglitz, The Steerage, 1907, photogravure, 33.5cm
x 26.4cm (J. Paul Getty Museum)

On the third day out I finally couldn’t
stand it any longer. I had to get away
from that company. I went as far
forward on the deck as I could […]

First class

After his 8-year-old daughter Kitty finished the
school year and he closed his Fifth Avenue art
gallery for the summer, Alfred Stieglitz gathered
her, his wife Emmeline, and Kitty’s governess for
their second excursion to Europe as a family. The
Stieglitzes departed for Paris on May 14, 1907,

As I came to the end of the desk [sic] I
stood alone, looking down. There were
men and women and children on the
lower deck of the steerage. There was
a narrow stairway leading up to the
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upper deck of the steerage, a small deck
at the bow of the steamer.
To the left was an inclining funnel and
from the upper steerage deck there was
fastened a gangway bridge which was
glistening in its freshly painted state. It
was rather long, white, and during the
trip remained untouched by anyone.
On the upper deck, looking over the
railing, there was a young man with
a straw hat. The shape of the hat was
round. He was watching the men and
women and children on the lower
steerage deck. Only men were on the
upper deck. The whole scene fascinated
me. I longed to escape from my
surroundings and join these people.
In this essay, written 35 years after he took the
photograph, Stieglitz describes how The
Steerage encapsulated his career’s mission to
elevate photography to the status of fine art by
engaging the same dialogues around abstraction
that preoccupied European avant-garde painters:
A round straw hat, the funnel leading
out, the stairway leaning right, the
white drawbridge with its railings made
of circular chains – white suspenders
crossing on the back of a man in the
steerage below, round shapes of iron
machinery, a mast cutting into the sky,
making a triangular shape. I stood
spellbound for a while, looking and
looking. Could I photograph what I felt,
looking and looking and still looking?
I saw shapes related to each other. I
saw a picture of shapes and underlying
that the feeling I had about life. […]
Spontaneously I raced to the main
stairway of the steamer, chased down
to my cabin, got my Graflex, raced back
again all out of breath, wondering

whether the man with the straw hat
had moved or not. If he had, the picture
I had seen would no longer be. The
relationship of shapes as I wanted them
would have been disturbed and the
picture lost.
But there was the man with the straw
hat. He hadn’t moved. The man with
the crossed white suspenders showing
his back, he too, talking to a man,
hadn’t moved. And the woman with a
child on her lap, sitting on the floor,
hadn’t moved. Seemingly, no one had
changed position.
[…It] would be a picture based on
related shapes and on the deepest
human feeling, a step in my own
evolution, a spontaneous discovery.
Hindsight

With this account, Stieglitz argues with the
benefit of more than three decades of hindsight
that The Steerage suggests that photographs have
more than just a “documentary” voice that
speaks to the truth-to-appearance of subjects in
a field of space within narrowly defined slice
of time. Rather, The Steerage calls for a more
complex, layered view of photography’s essence
that can accommodate and convey abstraction.
(Indeed, later photographers Minor White and
Aaron Siskind would engage this project further
in direct dialogue with the Abstract
Expressionist painting.)
Stieglitz is often criticized for overlooking the
subjects of his photograph in this essay, which
has become the account by which the
photograph is discussed in our histories. But in
his account for The Steerage, Stieglitz also calls
attention to one of the contradictions of
photography: its ability to provide more than
just an abstract interpretation, too. The Steerage
is not only about the “significant form” of
shapes, forms, and textures, but it also conveys
a message about its subjects, immigrants who
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were rejected at Ellis Island, or who were
returning to their old country to see relatives
and perhaps to encourage others to return to the
United States with them.
Ghastly conditions

As a reader of mass-marketed magazines,
Stieglitz would have been familiar with the
debates about immigration reform and the
ghastly conditions to which passengers in
steerage were subjected. Stieglitz’s father had
come to America in 1849, during a historic
migration of 1,120,000 Germans to the United
States between 1845 and 1855. His father became
a wool trader and was so successful that he
retired by age 48. By all accounts, Stieglitz’s
father exemplified the “American dream” that
was just beyond the grasp of many of the
subjects of The Steerage.
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Moreover, investigative reporter Kellogg
Durland traveled undercover as steerage in 1906
and wrote of it: “I can, and did, more than once,
eat my plate of macaroni after I had picked out
the worms, the water bugs, and on one occasion,
a hairpin. But why should these things ever be
found in the food served to passengers who are
paying $36.00 for their passage?”
Still, Stieglitz was conflicted about the issue of
immigration. While he was sympathetic to the
plight of aspiring new arrivals, Stieglitz was
opposed to admitting the uneducated and
marginal
to
the
United
States
of
America—despite his claims of sentiment for the
downtrodden. Perhaps this may explain his
preference to avoid addressing the subject of The
Steerage, and to see in this photograph not a
political statement, but a place for arguing the
value of photography as fine art.

128. Gustav Klimt, The Kiss
A CONVERSATION
Dr. Beth Harris and Dr. Steven Zucker

This is a transcript of a conversation conducted in
the galleries of the Belvedere in Vienna, Austria.

I’ve seen in so many posters where it’s been cut
down and made into a rectangle.
Beth: It’s a very large painting and there’s so
much gold that it’s hard not to think of a
religious icon. I think in some ways Klimt was
trying to create a modern icon– something that
suggested a sense of transcendence.
Steven: Well there’s no question that the gold
here makes you think of the Byzantine tradition,
maybe some of the tile work at Ravenna. There is
a way that the patterning, especially around the
faces, becomes a kind of halo, as well. You have
Klimt building up the gold. He’s got those gold
circles, they actually rise off the surface of the
canvas.
Beth: And catch the light, much the way that the
gold was tooled in medieval paintings.
Steven: There is this sense of the male figure of
patterns that are direct of linear in contrast to
the curvilinear to the circles and the ovals that
we’ve seen in the female form. But the point that
you made about the sense of the spiritual is so
powerful in this painting. I think we forget that
that darker gold ground seems so much as if the
figures are somehow being dissipated into the
cosmos, that there are so lost in the intensity, the
eternity of that kiss.

Gustav Klimt, The Kiss, 1907-8, oil and gold leaf on
canvas, 180 x 180 cm (Österreichische Galerie Belvedere,
Vienna)

Steven: We’re in the Belvedere in Vienna, and
we’re looking at Gustav Klimt’s The Kiss from
1908. Probably the most famous Klimt, and
actually, I have to admit that I had forgotten that
the painting was almost a perfect square because
157
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Beth: And all removed from the everyday world.
I mean, we have to remember that this is a time
of incredible modernization in Vienna. The city
of Vienna has been transformed in the previous
30 years into a modern city. Here Klimt is
abstracting a universal experience from the
trauma, the difficulties, the anxieties of everyday
life. I think it’s also important to see this in
relationship to Klimt’s Beethoven Frieze, where
the figures confront evil forces– these mythic
figures– and in the end, there’s this embrace, this
kiss, this emergence from evil into fulfillment
and perfection. A minute ago, we were looking
at the painting by Egon Schiele called The
Embrace, but there was so much more of a sense
of the physicality, of the bodies. The way that the
bodies really aren’t present here and are cloaked
in these decorative forms, reminds us how much
Klimt, although he was exploring this kind of
sensuality, was also disguising it, or covering it
with a kind of decorative patterning.
Steven: And that’s absolutely right, with the
exception of the faces. And here, this is where
the entire painting changes. The female figure
is completely full frontal but horizontal. So that
there’s this beautiful sense of here passivity
receiving that kiss, but also a kind of deep
interior feeling with her eyes closed. Her fingers
just delicately touching his as he holds her head
and his neck reaches out and round, and you
get a sense of his physical power through the
strength of that neck, but also the intensity of his
desire. Of course, they’re both crowned. As on

his head, you can see a wreath of leaves, on hers
almost as if they were the stars of the heavens.
Beth: Schiele gives us an image of a couple that’s
electrified by kind of agitated outlines.
Steven: Schiele is showing us a kind of truth
through the energy of the moment. Whereas
Klimt seems to be reaching out to a truth that is
for all time, that is so aestheticized it feels as if it
has a degree of absolute permanence.
Watch
the
video
BRUOACBkFRg>.

<https://youtu.be/

Gustav Klimt, The Kiss, 1907-8, oil and gold leaf on
canvas, 180 x 180 cm (Österreichische Galerie Belvedere,
Vienna)

129. Constantin Brancusi, The Kiss
A CONVERSATION
Dr. Beth Harris and Dr. Steven Zucker

This is a transcript of a conversation conducted in
the Philadelphia Museum of Art in Philadelphia,
Pennsylvania.

Steven: Rodin broke all kinds of rules in terms
of the way he handled surface, fragmented the
human figure and took issue with the classical
ideal of the human body. We can see that for
instance in Walking Man. Brancusi comes as an
outsider to modernism and to the art
establishment in Paris. He was Romanian. He did
go to the academy in Bucharest but made his
way as a young man to Paris.
Beth: So it’s important to remember too that
Paris really is the center of the art world for the
nineteenth century. It’s the poem of what we
think of as modern art and in a way, at the end of
the nineteenth century, we see artist wanting to
leave Paris to finds other traditions. There’s this
interest in something that was thought of as a
more primitive or more true.

Constantin Brancusi, The Kiss, 1916, limestone, 58.4 x 33.7
x 25.4 cm (Philadelphia Museum of Art) (photo: Steven
Zucker, CC BY-NC-SA 2.0)

Steven: What’s so interesting is that Brancusi
brings that notion of a kind of primitive truth
to Paris rather than having to leave Paris to find
it. He comes from Romania where there was a
long-standing peasant tradition of stone carving
and wood carving. A kind of folk art. And while
Brancusi, himself, worked briefly in Auguste
Rodin’s studio, when Brancusi was more
established, the younger artist Isamu Noguchi
would work with this master and one of the
things that Noguchi took form Brancusi was the

Steven: We’re in the Philadelphia Museum of Art
in a room devoted to the work of Constantin
Brancusi, an artist who redefined sculpture in
the modern age.
Beth: Sculpture at the turn from the nineteenth
to the twentieth century. The great figure who
stands out is Auguste Rodin, but still very much
within that narrative tradition of the nineteenth
century.
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artist regard for the nature of the object, finding
its internal spirit, its structures.
Beth: We clearly see that here in this limestone
sculpture called The Kiss. It’s easy to fall into
thinking, oh this looks like something a child
could do. This is so simple, it’s so block-like.
The forms are not carefully detailed in their
depiction of the human body. Especially if you
think about the academic tradition that someone
like Rodin is coming from.
Steven: Where there’s a careful articulation of
movement musculature of the anatomy. But here
what we have instead is an attempt to retain
the materiality. This came from a block of stone.
Look at the turn of the elbows, and yes, of
course, arms do turn at right angles but here
those right angles are aligned with corners of the
block.
Beth: It’s almost surprising to find those arms
continuing around.
Steven: And lovely the way those hands clasp
each other and hold the other figure tight. So
much so, that these figures, which are each
defined only by the single incised line that
separates the two without which they could
almost be read as a single figure.
Beth: Except that, of course, the figure on the
right we read as a woman because the line makes
it an arch so we read those as breasts.
Steven: She is ever so slightly thinner than he is.
Her eye slightly smaller, but the eyes also join
together to create a single, almost cyclopean eye
in the middle of the forehead. And the mouths
which are lips reaching to each other, are here
singular.

Constantin Brancusi, The Kiss, 1916, limestone, 58.4 x 33.7
x 25.4 cm (Philadelphia Museum of Art) (photo: Steven
Zucker, CC BY-NC-SA 2.0) <https://flic.kr/p/vTeGZ3>

Beth: Brancusi is making something that reveals
the structure of the limestone. We even have that
sense in the simplified carving of the hair. And
there’s also something in that idea of the union
of these two figures of male and female coming
together, something primitive, something
truthful, something about the human condition.
Steven: I think there’s a real honoring of the
material nature of this block. He’s leaving it raw.
It’s not just the cubic quality, it’s the surface,
which is allowed to be rough. Look especially at
the hair. We can use the term “primitive” but I
think it’s also “archaic.” It’s hearkening back to
the tradition before the classical.
Beth: So outside of that academic tradition, you
go to the academy, you learn how to sculpt. You
learn how to make a human figure. You study
human anatomy. You learn how to polish stone
so that it has a high degree of sheen.
Steven: How radical this must have been after 3
or 400 years from the Renaissance to the high
polished sculptures of Bernini during the
Baroque period to the academic art of the
nineteenth century. Were the technical facility
was at a high point to return to a basic beautiful
form. This was not the first version of The Kiss,
this is actually the fourth and it was
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commissioned by an American collector who
was interested in acquiring the first but Brancusi
said it wasn’t available. Beth: It’s important that
it’s not on a typical base that we think of for
sculpture.
Steven: In fact, the artist didn’t even want it on
the piece of wood that we see it on in the
museum. He wanted it directly on the ground.
He said it would be a kind of amputation if it
was placed on a platform. This is important to
the idea of taking sculpture out of the academic
realm where sculpture had always been
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accorded a kind of high status put on a high
pedestal. The avant-garde has rejected the
sophistication of the urban experience looking
instead for truth in nature.
Beth: Well you can say that that is the very
definition of the avant-garde, rejecting the
authority and strictures of the academy and
finding an alternative that speaks more
genuinely to the time that the artist lives in.
Watch
the
r3ttwvNvors>.

video

<https://youtu.be/

130. Braque, The Portuguese
Dr. Beth Harris and Dr. Steven Zucker

the Renaissance. Let me use an example that
worked nicely in the classroom. I was lecturing,
trying to untangle Cubism while drinking
increasingly cold coffee from a paper cup. I set
the cup on the desk in the front of the room
and said, “If I were a Renaissance artist in mid
fifteenth-century Italy, painting that cup on that
table, I would position myself at a particular
point in space and construct the surrounding
objects and space frozen in that spot and from
that single perspective. On the other hand, if
this was the late nineteenth century and I was
Cézanne, I might allow myself to open this view
up quite a bit. Perhaps I would focus on, and
record, the perceptual changes of shape and line
that result when I shift my weight from one leg
to the other or when I lean in toward the cup to
get a closer look. I might even allow myself to
render slightly around the far side of the paper
cup since, as Cézanne, I am interested in vision
and memory working together. Finally, if I were
Braque or Picasso in the early twentieth century,
I would want to express even more on the
canvas. I would not be satisfied with the limiting
conventions of Renaissance perspective nor even
with the initial explorations of the master
Cézanne.

Georges Braque, The Portuguese, 1911, oil on canvas, 116.8
x 81 cm (Kunstmuseum Basel, Basel, Switzerland)

As a Cubist, I want to express my total visual
understanding of the paper coffee cup. I want
more than the Renaissance painter or even
Cézanne, I want to express the entire cup
simultaneously on the static surface of the

Cold Coffee and Analytic Cubism

To understand Cubism it helps to go back to
Cézanne’s still life paintings or even further, to
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canvas since I can hold all that visual
information in my memory. I want to render the
cup’s front, its sides, its back, and its inner walls,
its bottom from both inside and out, and I want
to do this on a flat canvas. How can this be done?
The answer is provided by The Portuguese. In this
canvas, everything was fractured. The guitar
player and the dock was just so many pieces of
broken form, almost broken glass. By breaking
these objects into smaller elements, Braque and

Picasso are able to overcome the unified
singularity of an object and instead transform it
into an object of vision. At this point, the class
began to look a little confused, so I turned back
to the paper cup and began to tear it into pieces
(I had finished the coffee). If I want to be able
to show you both the back and front and inside
and outside simultaneously, I can fragment the
object. Basically, this is the strategy of the
Cubists.

131. Matisse, The Goldfish
Charlotte Wilkins

Matisse produced between spring and early
summer 1912. However, unlike the others, the
focus here centers on the fish themselves.
Color

The goldfish immediately attract our attention
due to their color. The bright orange strongly
contrasts with the more subtle pinks and greens
that surround the fishbowl and the blue-green
background. Blue and orange, as well as green
and red, are complementary colors and, when
placed next to one another, appear even brighter.
This technique was used extensively by the
Fauves and is particularly striking in Matisse’s
earlier canvas Le Bonheur de Vivre. Although he
subsequently softened his palette, the bold
orange is reminiscent of Matisse’s fauvist years,
which continued to influence his use of color
throughout his career.

Henri Matisse, Goldfish, 1912, oil on canvas, 146 x 97 cm
(Pushkin Museum of Art, Moscow)

Goldfish were introduced to Europe from East
Asia in the 17th-century. From around 1912,
goldfish became a recurring subject in the work
of Henri Matisse. They appear in no less than
nine of his paintings, as well as in his drawings
and prints. Goldfish, 1912 belongs to a series that
165
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Golden age

In a view consistent with other Europeans who
visited North Africa, Matisse admired the
Moroccans’ lifestyle, which appeared to him to
be relaxed and contemplative. For Matisse, the
goldfish came to symbolize this tranquil state of
mind and, at the same time, became evocative
of a paradise lost, a subject—unlike
goldfish—frequently represented in art. Matisse
was referring back to artists such as Nicolas
Poussin (for example, Et in Arcadia ego), and
Paul Gauguin (who painted during his travels to
places like Tahiti).
Henri Matisse, Bonheur de Vivre (Joy of Life), 1905-06,
oil on canvas, 176.5 cm × 240.7 cm (Barnes Foundation,
Lower Merion, PA)

But why was Henri Matisse so interested in
goldfish? One clue may be found in his visit
to Tangier, Morocco, where he stayed from the
end of January until April 1912. He noted how
the local population would day-dream for hours,
gazing into goldfish bowls. Matisse would
subsequently depict this in The Arab Café, a
painting he completed during his second trip to
Morocco, a few months later.

Henri
Matisse, Le
café
Maure
(Arab
Coffeehouse), 1911-13, oil on canvas, 176 x 210 cm
(Hermitage Museum, St. Petersburg)

Nicolas Poussin, Et in Arcadia Ego, 1637-38, oil on canvas,
87 x 120 cm (Musée du Louvre, Paris)

The paradise theme is also prevalent in Matisse’s
work. It found expression in Le Bonheur de Vivre
(The Joy of Life), and the goldfish should be
understood as a kind of shorthand for paradise
in Matisse’s painting. The mere name “gold-fish”
defines these creatures as ideal inhabitants of an
idyllic golden age, which it is fair to say Matisse
was seeking when he traveled to North Africa.
It is also likely that Matisse, who by 1912 was
already familiar with the art of Islamic cultures,
was interested in the meaning of gardens, water,
and vegetation in Islamic art—as well as
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symbolizing the beauty of divine creation, these
were evocations of paradise.
Metaphor for the studio
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art of balance, of purity and serenity, devoid of
troubling or depressing subject matter, an art
that could be […] a soothing, calming influence
on the mind, something like a good armchair
that provides relaxation from fatigue.” This is
precisely what Matisse wanted Goldfish to
provide for the viewer.
Constructing pictorial space

Paul Gauguin, The Siesta (Atuona, Hiva Oa, Marquesas
Islands), c. 1892–94, oil on canvas, 88.9 x 116.2 cm (The
Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York)

However, Goldfish was not painted in Morocco.
Henri Matisse painted it at home, in Issy-lesMoulineaux, near Paris. Matisse had moved to
Issy in September 1909 to escape the pressures of
Parisian life. So what you see here are Matisse’s
own plants, his own garden furniture, and his
own fish tank. The artist was drawn to the tank’s
tall cylindrical shape, as this enabled him to
create a succession of rounded contours with
the top and bottom of the tank, the surface of
the water and the table. Matisse also found the
goldfish themselves visually appealing. Matisse
painted Goldfish in his garden conservatory,
where, like the goldfish, he was surrounded by
glass.
Contemplation

Matisse distinguished predatory observation
from disinterested contemplation, the latter
being his preferred approach. Goldfish invites
the viewer to indulge in the pleasure of watching
the graceful movement and bright colors of the
fish. Matisse once wrote that he dreamt of “an

The painting contains a tension created by
Matisse’s depiction of space. The fish are seen
simultaneously from two different angles. From
the front, the goldfish are portrayed in such a
way that the details of their fins, eyes, and
mouths are immediately recognizable to the
viewer. Seen from above, however, the goldfish
are merely suggested by colorful brushstrokes.
If we then look at the plants through the
transparent glass surface, we notice that they
are distorted compared to the ‘real’ plants in the
background.
Matisse paints the plants and flowers in a
decorative manner. The upper section of the
picture, above the fish tank, resembles a
patterned wallpaper composed of flattened
shapes and colors. What is more, the table-top
is tilted upwards, flattening it and making it
difficult for us to imagine how the goldfish and
flowerpots actually manage to remain on the
table. Matisse constructed this original
juxtaposition of viewpoints and spatial
ambiguity by observing Paul Cézanne’s still-life
paintings. Cézanne described art as “a harmony
parallel to nature”. And it is clear here that
although Matisse was attentive to nature, he did
not imitate it but used his image of it to
reassemble his own pictorial reality. Although
this can be confusing for the viewer, Matisse’s
masterful use of color and pattern successfully
holds everything together.
This painting is an illustration of some of the
major themes in Matisse’s painting: his use of
complementary colors, his quest for an idyllic
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paradise, his appeal for contemplative relaxation

for the viewer and his complex construction of
pictorial space.

132. Kandinsky, Improvisation 28 (second
version)
Dr. Beth Harris and Dr. Steven Zucker

This is a transcript of a conversation conducted in
the Solomon R. Guggenheim Museum in New York
City, New York.

paintings with titles of stories from the Bible or
from history or from mythology, or landscapes
that have the name of a place, but here we have
Improvisation, which is the name of a kind of
musical composition. So the immediate question
is: why is Kandinsky doing that?
Steven: Well, because he’s composing here. He’s
composing with form but this is still rooted in
stories of the Bible and of his particular
historical moment.
Beth: But he’s clearly trying to associate painting
with music, to suggest that like music, painting
can signify, it can mean things, it can take us
places, without representing anything concrete.
Steven: Actually, he would go further than that
and say that you could hear color, that you could
see music, this idea, which is called “synesthesia,”
is something that Kandinsky was very interested
in. The idea that there could be a kind of crossing
of the senses.

Vasily Kandinsky, Improvisation 28 (second version),
1912, oil on canvas, 111.4 x 162.1 cm (Solomon R.
Guggenheim Museum, New York) (photo: Steven Zucker,
CC BY-NC-SA 2.0) <https://flic.kr/p/xgb2WE>

Steven: We’re at the Solomon R. Guggenheim
Museum in New York City, and we’re looking
at a painting by Vasily Kandinsky. This is
Improvisation 28, second version. It’s interesting
to start off by thinking about the title because
it’s not the title of something that’s being
represented, it’s the kind of notation that a
composer uses.

Beth: So looking at this he may have wanted
us to actually hear something. In fact, we know
that Kandinsky was very influenced by Arnold
Schoenberg, a turn-of-the-century composer,
who was jettisoning the familiar Western
harmonies to create a new kind of difficult atonal
music for the beginning of the twentieth

Beth: Right. Normally in art history, we have
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century. I see something atonal, I see something
difficult here.
Steven: What would this painting sound like? For
me it would sound like a cacophony, it would
sound like chaos, it would sound like a very
dangerous but also a brilliant moment.
Beth: We have brilliant color, a kind of hazy
atmosphere through which that color pops. We
have these black diagonal lines that criss-cross
with each other, that almost feel like weapons
moving through space.
Steven: It’s appropriate that the analogy that
you’re drawing is one of war. This is 1912 it’s just
two years before the First World War begins and
early twentieth-century Russian history is filled
with political chaos.
Beth: We’re clearly on the verge of abstraction,
and in fact, when we first look at this painting,
it looks entirely abstract. That is, we don’t
immediately recognize the things of the world.
But this isn’t what we would call a completely
abstract painting.
Steven: Right—so one might not call this painting
an abstract painting, but call it, an “abstracted”
painting.
Beth: So therefore, we should still be able to
recognize some elements of the natural world.
Steven: Kandinsky was concerned that if we
could recognize things too clearly that our
conscious minds would take over the
interpretation and we would close off our
emotional ability to respond to the pure color
and form.
Beth: In the upper right, I seem to see a mountain
with some buildings on it, maybe with chimneys
sacks, or perhaps a church on a hill, an ideal city,
a kind of heavenly Jerusalem.

Vasily Kandinsky, Improvisation 28 (second version),
1912, oil on canvas, 111.4 x 162.1 cm (Solomon R.
Guggenheim Museum, New York) (photo: Steven Zucker,
CC BY-NC-SA 2.0) <https://flic.kr/p/xgb2WE>

Steven: Kandinsky was deeply influenced by
biblical imagery, and so even though this is a
tremendously modern painting, it is still rooted
in this ancient tradition of representing
Christian stories.
Beth: So it makes sense that we have a battlefield,
forces at war.
Steven: In fact, art historians have looked at these
paintings as a kind of representation of an
apocalypse, of a moment when the sins of the
world are going to be washed away. In the lower
left, you have a great flood, you have a wave
this idea of the way in which God in the old
testament had wiped man from the earth except
for Noah and his family.
Beth: Just above that wave canons are being
fired. The atmospheric effect almost reads like
the smoke on a battlefield.
Steven: Down at the bottom art historians
sometimes recognize the manes and the arcs of
the necks of horses and we know that Kandinsky
was really interested throughout his career in
the idea of the horse and rider. Symbolizing a
number of different things, having the
overlapping meanings, referencing the four
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horsemen of the apocalypse, but also the idea
of redemption. This was also a utopia. The idea
that we could wash away the old world, a world
that was about to be destroyed not only by the
Russian revolution but also by the First World
War. Kandinsky at this moment was convinced
that he could help lead that, at least in the visual
realm.

Steven: Here we have a painting that is using
color in a radically new way. This is color for
its own sake, not to mimic, not to describe; we
have a line that is being used for its own sake,
line that is abstractly moving across the surface
to create a sense of rhythm, to create a sense
of staccato. Musicality in this painting was
absolutely new.

Beth: Many artists at this time—the early
twentieth century—had a sense that the artist
could play an important role in the new
civilization that was going to emerge in the
twentieth century.

Watch
the
Sa3FyvaKYV>.

video

<https://youtu.be/

133. Kirchner, Self-Portrait as a Soldier
Shawn Roggenkamp

Ernst Ludwig Kirchner, Self-Portrait as a Soldier, 1915,
oil on canvas, 69 x 61 cm (Allen Memorial Art Museum,
Oberlin College)

Ernst Ludwig Kirchner, Untitled, 1906, set of two
woodcuts, 28.8 x 22.2 cm (The Museum of Modern Art,
New York)

Ernst Ludwig Kirchner’s Self-Portrait As a
Soldier is a masterpiece of psychological
drama. The painting shows Kirchner dressed in
a uniform but instead of standing on a
battlefield (or another military context), he is
standing in his studio with an amputated, bloody
arm and a nude model behind him. It is in this
contrast between the artist’s clothing and studio
space that we can read a complicated coming of
age for an idealistic young artist.

Die Brücke

In 1905, Kirchner, together with several other
young artists from Dresden founded the German
Expressionist group Die Brücke (The Bridge).
Kirchner created their manifesto, a woodblock
print that was to be widely disseminated as a
call to arms: “We call all young people together,
173
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and as young people, who carry the future in us,
we want to wrest freedom for our actions and
our lives from the older, comfortably established
forces.”
Spurred on by their confidence and their belief
that they lived in an age of great change,
the Brücke artists set about creating an entirely
new way of being artists. Kirchner was a great
admirer of the German philosopher Friedrich
Nietzsche.
Nietzsche’s
book Thus
Spoke
Zarathustra uses the bridge as a metaphor for
the connection between the barbarism of the
past and the modernity of the future. The Brücke
artists considered themselves the inheritors of
this idea and created art that looked to the past
and the future at once.
Another important influence on the Die Brücke
artists was so-called “primitive” art (art and
ritual objects from ancient cultures or
nonwestern societies, particularly in Africa and
Central Asia). This art was perceived to be more
honest and direct, more natural than work
produced by artists from industrialized Western
European nations. There was also interest in the
so-called “folk art” of Europe, particularly the
art and craft found among rural populations. It
is important to note that Germany remained a
major colonial power in Africa through the First
World War. There is, therefore, a complex
hierarchy
that
frames
this
cultural
appropriation. While uncomfortable from the
perspective of the twenty-first century, it is
nevertheless undeniable that this “primitive”
aesthetic (despite the fact that it is a modernist
construction), had a strong impact on
Expressionist art.

Ernst Ludwig Kirchner, Striding into the Sea, 1912, oil on
canvas, 149 x 195 cm (Staatsgalerie, Stuttgart)

The Brücke artists were inspired to adopt the
“natural” state that they perceived in
“primitivism” in their lives and their art.
Paintings created outside, in nature, together
with the unidealized nudes were hallmarks of
the group’s work. The roughly sketched, long
forms and tapered limbs of the nude model
in Self-Portrait as a Soldier is representative of
the style of Kirchner’s nudes from this period
and can be seen in his prints as well as paintings.
Although the Brücke disbanded in 1913, two
years before Self-Portrait As a Soldier, each artist
continued to develop individually and
Kirchner’s Self-Portrait dates from one of his
most highly regarded periods of artistic
production. Just a few years earlier he painted
his iconic and dark Berlin street scenes
(Potsdamer Platz and Street, Berlin), which
employ a similar “primitive” style jarringly set
into a modern metropolis. The young artist was
coming into his own, but everything in
Kirchner’s world was about to be interrupted by
a cataclysmic event: the First World War.
Kirchner and the War

Kirchner volunteered to serve as a driver in the
military in order to avoid being drafted into a
more dangerous role. However, he was soon
declared unfit for service due to issues with his

Self-Portrait as a Soldier, Ernst Ludwig Kirchner

general health and was sent away to recover.
Self-Portrait was painted during that recovery.
These circumstances distinguish the 1915 canvas
from other avant-garde projects of the period
such as Otto Dix’s print series The War (1924),
in which the artist depicted the horrors he had
witnessed first hand. Kirchner never fought, and
this painting is instead an exploration of the
artist’s personal fears.
The severed hand in Self-Portrait as a Soldier is
not a literal injury, but a metaphor. This
differentiates it in important ways from other
depictions of wartime amputees, such as Dix’s
many representations of wounded veterans
designed to shame politicians with a grotesque
view of the soldiers who were abandoned when
they were no longer considered “useful” to the
nation. Kirchner’s is a metaphoric, selfamputation—a potential injury, not to the
body—but to his identity as an artist.
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Self-Portrait As a Soldier can perhaps be best
understood by comparing it with an earlier
painting by the artist with similar subjectmatter, his Self-Portrait with Model (1907/26).
Here, a rounder, healthier-looking Kirchner
stands confidently in his studio in a jaunty
striped robe. He holds a brush and palette and
seems to be wearing less clothing than the model
seated behind him, clearly suggesting a sexual
relationship. Even the warm colors give the
work a sensuous atmosphere. This is the artist at
the height of youthful confidence. Compare that
with the sallow, angular artist we see in the SelfPortrait as a Soldier. The later painting features
darker, colder colors, and the glassy-eyed model
looks more like a carved statue than an actual
person. Even the skinny, limp cigarette seems
to stand in opposition to the robust pipe that
the artist smokes in the earlier portrait. Kirchner
the soldier stands impotently in his studio,
surrounded with everything he would need to
make art, were he able to do so.
The Aftermath

During the war, Kirchner suffered from
alcoholism and drug abuse and for a time his
hands and feet were partially paralyzed. In a
sense his fears about the war were self-fulfilling.
Kirchner recovered and his work was exhibited
internationally to much acclaim during the
interwar period.

Ernst Ludwig Kirchner, Self-Portrait with Model, 1907/26,
oil on canvas, 150.5 x 100 cm (Hamburger Kunsthalle)

Adolf Hitler persecuted artists who painted in
a style that he considered outside of the Aryan
ideal soon after he became Chancellor of
Germany in 1933. The Degenerate Art (Entartete
Kunst) exhibition of 1937 was a grand spectacle
that the Nazis organized to mock the modernist
art they hated. This was a humiliating time for
Kirchner. At least thirty-two of his works were
exhibited in the Degenerate Art exhibition. In
addition, more than 600 of his works were
removed from public collections. He committed
suicide in 1938.

134. Kollwitz, Memorial Sheet of Karl
Liebknecht
Shawn Roggenkamp

Käthe Kollwitz, Memorial Sheet of Karl Liebknecht (Gedenkblatt für Karl Liebknecht), 1919-1920, Woodcut heightened
with white and black ink, 37.1 × 51.9 cm (Art Institute of Chicago)
Printmaking

exclusively in this medium and became known
for her prints that celebrated the plight of the
working-class.

In the political turmoil after the First World War,
many artists turned to making prints instead of
paintings. The ability to produce multiple copies
of the same image made printmaking an ideal
medium for spreading political statements.
German artist Käthe Kollwitz worked almost

The artist rarely depicted real people, though
she frequently used her talents in support of
causes she believed in. This work, In Memoriam
Karl Liebknecht was created in 1920 in response
177
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to the assassination of Communist leader Karl
Liebknecht during an uprising of 1919. This
work is unique among her prints, and though
it memorializes the man, it does so without
advocating for his ideology.
History and politics

From the end of the First World War in late
1918 to the founding of the Weimar Republic
(the representative democracy that was the
German government between the two World
Wars) in August 1919, Germany went through a
period of social and political upheaval. During
this time, Germany was led by a coalition of
left-wing forces with Marxist sympathies, the
largest of which was the Social Democratic Party
of Germany (SPD). Other, more radical groups
were grappling for control of Germany at the
same time, including the newly founded German
Communist Party (KPD).
The Socialists and Communists both wanted to
eliminate Capitalism and establish communal
control over the means of production, but while
the Socialists believed that the best way to
achieve that goal was to work step by step from
within the Capitalist structure, the Communists
called for an immediate and total social
revolution that would put governmental power
in the hands of the workers. In this spirit, the
KPD staged an uprising in Berlin in January
1919. Military units called in by the SPD
suppressed the uprising and captured two of the
leaders, Karl Liebknecht and Rosa Luxemburg.
Liebknecht and Luxemburg were murdered
while in custody on January 15, 1919. Their
deaths struck a chord across the left-wing
landscape and they were widely celebrated as
martyrs to the Communist cause.
Kollwitz was not a Communist and even
acknowledged that the SPD (generally more
cautious and pacifist than the KPD), would have
been better leaders. But she had heard
Liebknecht speak and admired his charisma, so

when the family asked her to create a work to
memorialize him she agreed.
A Lamentation

Memorial Sheet of Karl Liebknecht is in the style
of a lamentation, a traditional motif in Christian
art depicting the followers of Christ mourning
over his dead body, casting Liebknecht as the
Christ figure. The iconography would have been
easily recognizable by the masses who were the
artist’s intended audience.

Max Beckmann, “The Martyrdom,” plate 4 from Hell,
1919, lithograph, 54.7 x 75.2 cm (The Museum of Modern
Art, New York)
Other memorial works

Several artists at the time created memorial
works for Liebknecht and Luxemburg. The most
well known (along with Kollwitz’s work) are
Max Beckmann’s “The Martyrdom” from his
portfolio Hell of 1919 (above), and Conrad
Felixmüller’s People Above the World from that
same year. In contrast to those works,
Kollwitz’s In Memoriam Karl Liebknecht focuses
not on the man himself, but on the workers who
had put their faith in him. The focus on those
broadly affected, rather than those in the
spotlight is a constant theme in the artist’s work,
reflected in her most famous works from
the War cycle, which depict not the soldiers or
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the fighting, but the suffering of the women and
children left behind and starving.
The composition

The composition divides the sheet into three
horizontal sections. The top section is densely
packed with figures. Their faces are well
modeled and have interesting depth in
themselves, but the sense of space is very
compressed – the heads push to the foreground
and are packed into every available corner of
space. It gives the impression of multitudes
coming to pay their respects, without
compromising the individuality of the subjects.
The middle strata contains comparatively fewer
details, further emphasizing the crowding at the
top of the printing plate. This section draws
attention to the specific action of the bending
mourner. His hand on Liebknecht’s chest
connects this section to the bottommost level
of the composition, the body of the martyred
revolutionary.
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für Karl Liebknecht), 1919-1920, Woodcut heightened
with white and black ink, 37.1 × 51.9 cm (Art Institute of
Chicago)

Above the bending mourner, a woman holds her
baby up to see over the heads of those in front
of them. Women and children were a central
concern of Kollwitz’s work, making her a unique
voice in a creative environment dominated by
young men (in fact, Kollwitz was the first
woman to be admitted into the Prussian
Academy).
Woodblock prints

Woodblock printing is a technique in which a
design is carved into a slab of wood which is
then covered with ink and printed onto paper.
Ink coats the original surface of the woodblock,
which prints as black, while the cut away areas
stay the color of the paper. This is different from
printmaking methods such as engraving in
which the ink is caught in the recesses carved
into the metal plate by the stylus and therefore
the lines print black and the untouched areas of
the plate come out white in the print.
The German Expressionist artists, in particular,
Ernst Ludwig Kirchner and the Brücke group,
used woodcuts as early as 1904 to capture the
rough, vital energy that they perceived in the
work of so-called “primitive” societies without a
fine art tradition.

Mourning woman holding a child (detail), Käthe
Kollwitz, Memorial Sheet of Karl Liebknecht (Gedenkblatt

Kollwitz’s career overlapped with the German
Expressionists but she was not an Expressionist
herself and was about a generation older than
most of them. Her use of such a trendy technique
was uncharacteristic, and in fact, she only
worked in woodblocks for a few years after the
First World War. Kollwitz created some of her
most powerful and affecting work in this style,
including the War print cycle of 1924. She
embraced the raw effect of woodblock printing
to create pieces works that have cast off the
subtlety and finesse of her earlier work in
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etching and lithography. Kollwitz’ felt that her
protest against the horrors of war was best

communicated in the rough edges and stark
black and white that woodblock prints afforded.

135. Le Corbusier, Villa Savoye
Dr. Malka Simon

house should be a machine for living in,” is
perfectly realized within the forms, layout,
materials, and siting of the Villa Savoye.

“The house is a box in the air,…”
—Le Corbusier, Précisions

Located just outside Paris, the Villa Savoye
offered an escape from the crowded city for its
wealthy patrons. Its location on a large
unrestricted site allowed Le Corbusier total
creative freedom. The delicate floating box that
he designed is both functional house and
modernist sculpture, elegantly melding form and
function.

Le Corbusier, Villa Savoye, Poissy, France, 1929
(photo: Renato Saboya, <https://flic.kr/p/aBAS9C> CC BYNC-SA 2.0)

The Villa Savoye at Poissy, designed by Le
Corbusier in 1929, represents the culmination
of a decade during which the architect worked
to articulate the essence of modern architecture.
Throughout the 1920s, via his writings and
designs, Le Corbusier (formerly CharlesEdouard Jeanneret) considered the nature of
modern life and architecture’s role in the new
machine age. His famous dictum, that “The

Le Corbusier, Vers une architecture (Toward an
Architecture), 1923
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Le Corbusier had been developing his theories
on modern architecture throughout the previous
decade. In 1920, he founded the journal L’Esprit
Nouveau, and many of the essays he published
there would eventually be incorporated into his
landmark collection of essays, Vers une
architecture (Toward an Architecture) in 1923.
This book celebrated science, technology, and
reason, arguing that modern machines could
create highly precise objects, not unlike the ideal
platonic forms valued by the ancient Greeks. Le
Corbusier lavished praise on the totems of
modernity—race
cars,
airplanes,
and
factories—marveling at the beauty of their
efficiency. However, he also argued that beauty
lay not only in the newest technology but in
ancient works such as the Parthenon, whose
refined forms represented, in his view, the
perfection of earlier Archaic systems. Le
Corbusier sought to isolate what he called type
forms, which were universal elements of design
that can work together in a system. He found
these across time and across the globe, in the
fields of architecture and engineering. The many
images embedded throughout the text drew
striking visual parallels and eloquently
expressed his search for modern perfection
through universal forms.

Le Corbusier House, Weissenhofsiedlung, Stuttgart, Germany,
1927
(photo: Andreas
Praefcke,

<https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/
File:Weissenhof_Corbusier_03.jpg> CC: BY 3.0)

During the 1920s, Le Corbusier designed a series
of houses (above) which allowed him to develop
his ideas further. By 1926, he had devised his
Five Points of Architecture, which he viewed as
a universal system that could be applied to any
architectural site. The system demanded pilotis
(slender columns) to raise the building off the
ground and allow air to circulate beneath; roof
terraces, to bring nature into an urban setting;
a free plan that allowed interior space to be
distributed at will; a free façade whose smooth
plane could be used for formal experimentation;
and ribbon windows, which let in light but also
reinforced the planarity of the wall.

Ground plan (left), first story (center), atrium and roof
garden (right), Le Corbusier, Villa Savoye, Poissy, France,
1929

The Villa Savoye incorporated these principles,
and also realized many of the concepts expressed
in Vers une Architecture. Made of reinforced
concrete, the ground floor walls are recessed and
painted green so that the house looks like a box
floating on delicate pilotis. Visitors arrive by car,
in true machine-age fashion. The stark white
exterior wall, with its strips of ribbon windows,
has a remarkably smooth, planar quality. This
stands in contrast to the fluidity of the interior,
which is organized by a multistory ramp that
leads the viewer on a gently curving path
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through a building that is nearly square. The
contrast between the sharp angles of the plan
and the dynamism of the spaces inside charge
the house with subtle energy.

Ramp and spiral staircase, Le Corbusier, Villa Savoye,
Poissy, France, 1929 (photo: Scarletgreen, <https://flic.kr/
p/53cVEg>CC BY 2.0)

The ramp winds from the entrance up to the
salon, a formal interior space that flows
seamlessly into the roof terrace outside. Corbu,
as he is also known, treated the terrace as a
room without walls, reflecting his desire to fully
integrate landscape and architecture. The ramp
finally culminates in the curved solarium
crowning the house, whose rounded enclosure
appears to be an abstract sculpture when viewed
from below. Seen from the roof terrace, the ramp
and cylinder of the solarium echo the forms of
the ocean liners lauded in Vers une Architecture.
Le Corbusier and Madame Savoye believed in
the health benefits of fresh air and sunshine,
and considered leisure time spent outdoors one
mark of a modern lifestyle. The Villa Savoye’s

183

integration of indoor and outdoor spaces
allowed the family to spend time outdoors in the
most efficient way possible—the house was, in a
sense, a machine designed to maximize leisure in
the machine age.

Solarium viewed from the roof terrace, Le Corbusier, Villa
Savoye, Poissy, France, 1929 (photo: a-m-a-n-d-a,
<https://flic.kr/p/6nfZxR> CC BY-NC-SA 2.0)

The Villa Savoye can be understood as Le
Corbusier’s refinement of his architectural
system, his own personal Parthenon. Its
essential geometric volumes embody his concept
of the type form, and its careful consideration of
procession and proportion connect the building
to Classical ideals. At the same time, its clean
simplicity and its use of concrete evoke the
precisely-calibrated works of engineering so
admired by the architect. The Villa Savoye
represents Le Corbusier’s re-conception of the
very nature of architecture, his attempt to
express a timeless classicism through the
language of architectural modernism.

136. Mondrian, Composition with Red, Blue
and Yellow
Dr. Stephanie Chadwick

Pure abstract art becomes completely
emancipated, free of naturalistic appearances.
—Piet Mondrian, 1929 [1]

forms, squares, and rectangles defined by
vertical and horizontal lines. One would hardly
suspect that we are seeing the artist’s
determination to depict the underlying structure
of reality.
Neo-Plasticism

Mondrian called his style Neo-Plasticism or “The
New Plastic Painting,” the title of his famous
1917 essay promoting abstraction for the
expression of modern life. Don’t be confused by
Mondrian’s use of the term “plastic.” He uses
it to refer to the plastic arts—media such
as sculpture, that molds three-dimensional form,
or, in Mondrian’s case, painting on canvas. For
centuries, European painters had attempted to
render three-dimensional forms in believable
spaces—creating convincing illusions of reality
(for an example—Vermeer’s Young Woman with
a
Water
Pitcher,
click
here
<http://smarthistory.org/wp-content/uploads/
2016/04/dp353257. jpg>). In contrast, Mondrian
and other modernists wanted to move painting
beyond naturalistic depiction to focus instead on
the material properties of paint and its unique
ability to express ideas abstractly using formal
elements such as line and color.

Piet Mondrian, Composition with Red, Blue, and Yellow,
1930, oil on canvas, 46 x 46 cm (Kunsthaus Zürich)

Walking
up
to
Piet Mondrian’s
painting, Composition with Red, Blue, and Yellow
can be a baffling experience. The canvas is small
and uses only the simplest of colors: red, blue,
yellow, white and black. The composition is
similarly reduced to the simplest of rectilinear

Mondrian believed his abstraction could serve as
a universal pictorial language representing the
185

186 Smarthistory guide to AP® Art History (volume three: 99-152)

dynamic, evolutionary forces that govern nature
and human experience. In fact, he believed that
abstraction provides a truer picture of reality
than illusionistic depictions of objects in the
visible world. Perhaps this is why Mondrian
characterized
his
style
as
“abstract
real” painting.
Abstraction and human progress

Mondrian’s earliest paintings were quite
traditional in both subject and style. He studied
at the art academies in the Hague and in
Amsterdam in his home country of the
Netherlands. Then, as with many artists
during the early twentieth century, he began to
emulate a variety of contemporary styles,

including Impressionism
<http://smarthistory.org/a-beginners-guide-toimpressionism/>,
Neo-Impressionism
<http://smarthistory.org/georges-seurat-asunday-on-la-grande-jatte-1884/>,
and
Symbolism <http://smarthistory.org/khnopff-ilock-my-door-upon-myself/> in an effort to find
his own artistic voice. The impact of these
modern movements can be seen in the
development of Mondrian’s painting which, over
time, shows the dissolution of recognizable
objects into increasingly pared-down structures
(see the three depictions of trees below). His
emphasis on line, color, and geometric shape
sought to highlight formal characteristics.

Three trees by Piet Mondrian: Study for the Gray Tree (left), 1911, charcoal on paper, 58.4 x 86.5 cm; The Grey
Tree (center), 1911, oil on canvas, 79.7 x 109.1 cm; Flowering Apple Tree (right), 1912, oil on canvas, 78.5 x 107.5 cm (all
in the collection of the Gemeentemuseum, Den Haag)

Mondrian
was
inspired
by Cubism
<http://smarthistory.org/inventing-cubism/>, a
movement led by Pablo Picasso and Georges
Braque that explored the use of multiple
perspectives. Mondrian began experimenting
with abstracted forms around the time he moved
to Paris in 1912.

Piet Mondrian, Ocean 5, 1914, charcoal and gouache on
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paper/Homosote panel, 87.6 x
Guggenheim Collection, Venice)

120.3

cm

(Peggy

His famous “Pier and Ocean” series (see above),
which reduces the landscape to arrangements
of vertical and horizontal lines, exemplifies this
period in Mondrian’s career. He wanted to push
beyond Cubism’s strategy of fragmenting forms
(café tables were a favorite subject) and move
toward pure abstraction. However, this change
in Mondrian’s process did not take place
overnight and he continued to work in a studied,
methodical way. In fact, his production of
paintings within a series of canvases was part
of Mondrian’s method, and how he worked
through thematic and compositional issues.
Because Mondrian continued to rely on the
series throughout his career, we can see the
progression of his pictorial language even in his
later, purely abstract work.
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the Netherlands just prior to the outbreak of
the First World War and would remain there
until the war ended. While in the Netherlands
he further developed his style, ruling out
compositions that were either too static or too
dynamic, concluding that asymmetrical
arrangements of geometric (rather than organic)
shapes in primary (rather than secondary) colors
best represent universal forces. Moreover, he
combined his development of an abstract style
with his interest in philosophy, spirituality,
and his belief that the evolution of abstraction
was a sign of humanity’s progress.

Piet Mondrian, Red (detail), Composition with Red, Blue,
and Yellow, 1930, oil on canvas, 46 x 46 cm (Kunsthaus
Zürich)

Philosophy & Theosophy

Piet Mondrian, Composition with Red, Blue, and Yellow,
1930, oil on canvas, 46 x 46 cm (Kunsthaus Zürich)

His use of the term “composition” (the
organization of forms on the canvas) signals his
experimentation
with
abstract
arrangements. Mondrian had returned home to

Some art historians have viewed Mondrian’s
painting as an expression of his interest
in dialectical relationships, ideas advanced by
the
early
nineteenth-century
German
philosopher Hegel that art and civilization
progress by successive moments of tension and
reconciliation between oppositional forces. For
Mondrian then, composing with opposites such
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as black and white pigments or vertical
and horizontal lines suggest an evolutionary
development.
Mondrian’s painting may also reflect his
association with the Theosophical Society,
an esoteric group that had a strong presence
in Europe. Theosophists were interested in
opposites as an expression of hidden unity.
During WWI, Mondrian stayed in Laren, a
village with a thriving art community near
Amsterdam. He lived near M.H.J. Schoenmaeker,
a prominent Theosophist who used terms such
as “New Plastic” to promote his ideas on
spiritual evolution and the unification of the real
and the ideal, the physical and immaterial. In
Theosophy, lines, shapes, and colors symbolized
the unity of spiritual and natural forces.
De Stijl

While in Holland, Mondrian founded the
movement called De Stijl (The Style) with the
artist Theo van Doesburg. The two shared many
ideas about art as an expression of relationships,
particularly the relationships between art and
life. Because these artists believed that the
evolution of art coincided with the modern
progression of humankind, they thought
that New Plasticism could, and should,
encompass all of human experience. Van
Doesburg founded the journal De Stijl to
promote these ideas and demonstrate that their
geometric abstraction, based on their theory
of spiritual and pictorial progress, could form a
total environment, and impact modern life.
Although
Mondrian
and
van
Doesburg eventually parted ways, their
movement to combine modern art and living
was so influential that the abstract, geometric
principles and use of primary colors they applied
in painting, sculpture, design, and architecture
still resonate today.

Piet Mondrian (detail), Composition with Red, Blue, and
Yellow, 1930, oil on canvas, 46 x 46 cm (Kunsthaus Zürich)

Dynamic contrasts

Mondrian’s Composition with Red, Blue, and
Yellow demonstrates his commitment to
relational opposites, asymmetry, and pure planes
of color. Mondrian composed this painting as a
harmony of contrasts that signify both balance
and the tension of dynamic forces. Mondrian
viewed his black lines not as outlines but as
planes of pigment in their own right; an idea
seen in the horizontal black plane on the lower
right of the painting that stops just short of the
canvas edge. Mondrian eradicates the entire
notion of illusionistic depth predicated on a
figure in front of a background. He achieves a
harmonious tension by his asymmetrical
placement of primary colors that balance the
blocks of white paint. Notice how the large red
square at the upper right, which might
otherwise dominate the composition, is balanced
by the small blue square at the bottom left.
What’s more, when you see this painting in a
person you can discern just how much variation
is possible using this color scheme—and that
Mondrian used varying shades of blacks and
whites, some of which are subtly lighter or
darker. Seen up close, this variety of values and
textures create a surprising harmony of
contrasts. Even the visible traces of the artist’s
brushwork counter what might otherwise be a
rigid geometric composition and balance the
artist’s desire for a universal truth with the
intimately personal experience of the artist.
[1] Piet Mondrian, “Pure Abstract Art, 1929”
in The New Art—The New Life: The Collected

136. Composition with Red, Blue and Yellow, Mondrian

Writings of Piet Mondrian, edited and translated
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by Harry Holtzman and Martin S. James (Boston:
G.K. Hall& Co.), p. 224.

137. Stepanova, Illustration from The Results of
the First Five-Year Plan
Jessica Watson

Varvara Stepanova, The Results of the First Five-Year Plan, 1932 (State Museum of Contemporary Russian History,
Moscow)
Photomontage in the Soviet Union

Photoshop? After the First World War, artists
in Germany and the Soviet Union began to
experiment with photomontage, the process of

Have you ever wondered what came before
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making a composite image by juxtaposing or
mounting two or more photographs in order to
give the illusion of a single image. A
photomontage can include photographs, text,
words, and even newspaper clippings.

Stepanova was a talented painter, designer, and
photographer. She defined herself as a
constructivist and focused her art on serving the
ideals of the Soviet Union. She was a leading
member of the Russian avant-garde and later
in her career, she became well known for her
contributions to the magazine USSR in
Construction, a propagandist publication that
focused on the industrialization of the Soviet
Union under Joseph Stalin, a ruthless dictator
who took power after Lenin’s death and whose
totalitarian policies are thought to have caused
suffering and death for millions of his people.

Alexander Rodchenko and Varvara Stepanova in their
studio 1922 (photo: Mikhail Kaufman[?])

Russia had for centuries been an absolute
monarchy ruled by a tsar, but between 1905 and
1922 the country underwent tremendous
change, the result of two wars (World War I,
1914-18 and Civil War, 1917-22) and a series of
uprisings that culminated in the October
Revolution of 1917. The Union of Socialist Soviet
Republics (USSR) was established in 1922 under
Vladimir Ilyich Lenin. The young communist
state was celebrated by many artists and
intellectuals who saw an opportunity to end the
corruption and extreme poverty that defined
Russia for so long.
The Russian avant-garde had experimented with
new forms of art for decades and in the years
after the Revolution, photomontage became a
favorite technique of artists such as El Lissitzky,
Alexander Rodchenko and Varvara Stepanova.

USSR in Construction, issue 4, 1932, English edition
Propaganda

The public targeted by USSR in Construction
was mostly foreign. The purpose of the magazine
was to show countries such as France and Great
Britain that the USSR was also a leading force
in the global market and economy. By choosing
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to include images rather than just articles, the
public would be able to see with their own eyes
the accomplishments achieved under Stalin. At
first, the subjects depicted were strictly
industrial, but as the magazine gained
recognition and readers, topics diversified and
included subjects from education to sports and
leisure. Soviet strategists were well aware that
many European countries were witnessing the
rise of a small base of devoted Communists,
despite general mistrust and even contempt by
the continental social and political elite.
As its title suggests, this photomontage is an
ode to the success of the First Five-Year Plan,
an initiative started by Stalin in 1928. The Plan
was a list of strategic goals designed to grow
the Soviet economy and accelerate its
industrialization. These goals included collective
farming, creating a military and artillery
industry and increasing steel production. By the
end of the First Five-Year Plan in 1933, the USSR
had become a leading industrial power, though
it’s worth noting that contemporary historians
have found that economists from the USSR
inflated results to enhance the image of the
Soviet Union. In this work of art, Stepanova has
also used the tools of the propagandist. This
photomontage is an ideological image intended
to help establish, through its visual evidence, the
great success of the Plan.

Varvara Stepanova, The Results of the First Five-Year
Plan (detail of top), 1932 (State Museum of Contemporary
Russian History, Moscow)
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Constructing the image

In Stepanova’s photomontage, everything is
carefully constructed. The artist uses only three
types of color and tone. She alternates black and
white with sepia photographs and integrates
geometric planes of red to structure the
composition. On the left, Stepanova has inserted
public address speakers on a platform with the
number 5, symbolizing the Five Year Plan along
with placards displaying the letters CCCP, the
Russian initials for USSR. The letters are placed
above the horizon as is a portrait of Lenin, the
founder of the Soviet Union. The cropped and
oversized photograph of Lenin shows him
speaking; his eyes turned to the left as if looking
to the future. Lenin is linked to the speakers
and letter placards at the left by the wires of
an electrical transmission tower. Below, a large
crowd of people indicates the mass popularity
of Stalin’s political program and their desire to
celebrate it.
Red, the color of the Soviet flag, was often used
by Stepanova in her photomontages. She also
commonly
mismatched
the
scale
of
photographic elements to create a sense of
dynamism in her images. Despite the flat, paper
format, different elements are visually activated
and can even seem to ‘pop out.’ Several clear
artistic oppositions are visible in The Results of
the First Five-Year Plan. For example, there is
a sharp contrast between the black and white
photographs and the red elements, such as the
electric tower, the number 5, and the triangle in
the foreground. Our eyes are attracted to these
oppositions and by the contrast between the
indistinct masses and the individual portrait of
Lenin, as an implicit reference to the Soviet
political system.
Manipulating reality

As the term photomontage suggests, images are
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combined and manipulated to express the
message the artist wants to convey. This image
celebrating of the results of the First Five-Year
Plan is the artist’s interpretation of events, under
the strict supervision of Party ideologues.
The Plan resulted in radical measures that forced
farmers to give up their land and their livestock.
Many people were reduced to extreme poverty
and famine became widespread. Terror, violence,
and fear replaced the initial optimism about the
Plan. What started as positive propaganda
became, little by little, a means to hide a
disastrous economic policy from the rest of the
world. It became an absolute necessity for the
State to project a pristine image of its society no
matter how dire the situation became. Stepanova
admits no fault or imperfection in The Results of
the First Five-Year Plan.
Although Stepanova worked hand in hand with
the Soviet government, her work shows great
personal creativity. By using vibrant color, and
striking images in a dynamic composition, she
pioneered photomontage and revolutionized the

way we now understand photography. Historical
hindsight can make it difficult for contemporary
viewers to engage the overtly propagandistic
aspects of these images, in fact their exaggerated
euphoria can even be mistaken for irony.
Nevertheless,
despite
our
increasingly
sophisticated understanding of the distinction
between image and reality, Stepanova’s
photomontages are an important reminder of
how an artist can blur the line between aesthetic
passion and ideology.

Varvara Stepanova, The Results of the First Five-Year
Plan (detail of bottom), 1932 (State Museum of
Contemporary Russian History, Moscow)

138. Oppenheim, Object (Le Déjeuner en
fourrure)
Josh Rose

admiring it, proclaimed, “Almost anything can
be covered in fur!” As Oppenheim’s tea grew
cold, she jokingly asked the waiter for “more
fur.” Inspiration struck—Oppenheim is said to
have gone straight from the café to a store where
she purchased the cup, saucer, and spoon used
in this piece. This amusing story belies the
importance of Object and the critical acclaim and
public fascination that has elevated it to point
where it has become the definitive surrealist
object…ultimately to Oppenheim’s dismay.
Meret Oppenheim, Object, 1936, fur-covered cup, saucer,
and spoon, cup 4-3/8″ in diameter; saucer 9-3/8″ in
diameter; spoon 8″ long, overall height 2-7/8″ (The
Museum of Modern Art, New York)

What Is a Surrealist Object?

Oppenheim’s Object was created at a moment
when sculpted objects and assemblages had
become prominent features of Surrealist art
practice. In 1937, British art critic Herbert Read
emphasized that all Surrealist objects were
representative of an idea and Salvador Dalí
described some of them as “objects with
symbolic function.” In other words, how might
an otherwise typical, functional object be
modified so it represents something deeply
personal and poetic? How might it, in Freudian
terms, resonate as a sublimation of internal
desire and aspiration?
Such physical
manifestations of our internal psyches were
indicative of a surreality, or the point in which
external and internal realities united, as
described by André Breton (one of Surrealism’s

A Luncheon with Fur

The story behind the creation of Object, an
ordinary cup, spoon, and saucer wrapped
evocatively in gazelle fur, has been told so many
times its importance in modernist history
transcends the fact it might be apocryphal (of
dubious authenticity). The twenty-two-year-old
Basel-born artist, Meret Oppenheim, had been
in Paris for four years when, one day, she was
at a café with Pablo Picasso and Dora Maar.
Oppenheim was wearing a brass bracelet
covered in fur when Picasso and Maar, who were
195
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founders and theorists) in his first Manifesto of
Surrealism.
Visceral Responses

What, then, do we make of this set of be-furred
tableware? Interpretations vary wildly. The art
historian Whitney Chadwick has described it as
linked to the Surrealist’s love of alchemical
transformation by turning cool, smooth ceramic
and metal into something warm and bristly,
while many scholars have noted the fetishistic
qualities of the fur-lined set—as the fur imbues
these functional, hand-held objects with sexual
connotations.
In a 1936 issue of the New Yorker Magazine, it
was reported that a woman fainted “right in
front of the fur-bearing cup and saucer [while
it was on exhibit at MoMA]. “She left no name
with the attendants who revived her – only a
vague feeling of apprehension.”1 Such visceral
reactions to Oppenheim’s sculpture come
closest, perhaps, to what were likely the artist’s
aspirations. In an interview later in life,
Oppenheim described her creations as “not an
illustration of an idea, but the thing itself.”
Unlike Read and Dalí, Oppenheim stresses the
physicality of Object, reinforcing the way we can
readily imagine the feeling of the fur while
drinking from the cup, and using the saucer and
spoon. The frisson we experience when china
is unexpectedly wrapped in fur is based on our
familiarity with both, and the fur requires us
to extend our sensory experiences to fully
appreciate the work. Object insists we imagine
what sipping warm tea from this cup feels like,
how the bristles would feel upon our lips. With
Oppenheim’s elegant creation, how we
understand those visceral memories, how we
create metaphors and symbols out of this act
of tactile extension, is entirely open to
interpretation by each individual, which is, in
many ways, the whole point of Surrealism itself.

Presentation Problems

In spite of our individual response, the
interpretation of Object has been complicated by
the ways it was assigned meaning by others.
When Object was
finished,
Oppenheim
submitted it to Breton for an exhibition of
Surrealist objects at the Charles Ratton Gallery
in Paris in 1936. However, while Oppenheim
preferred a non-descriptive title, Breton took the
liberty of titling the piece Le Déjeneur en
fourrure, or Luncheon in Fur. This title is a play
on two nineteenth-century works: Édouard
Manet’s infamous modernist painting Luncheon
on the Grass (Le Déjeneur sur l’herbe) and
Leopold von Sacher-Masoch’s erotic novel Venus
in Furs. With these two references, Breton forces
an explicit sexualized meaning onto Object.
Recall that the original inspiration for this work
was implicitly practical: when Oppenheim asked
the waiter for more fur for her cooling teacup, it
was suggested as a way to keep her tea warm,
and not necessarily as overtly sexual.

Meret Oppenheim, Das Paar (The Couple), pair of brown
shoes attached at the toes, original version 1936, remade
1956
The Meaning of Others

Certainly, we cannot assume that the spark of
the idea for this piece and the piece itself are
necessarily related, but the way meanings have
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been ascribed to Oppenheim’s pieces by others
has plagued many of her works.
Art historian Edward Powers has noted that
when Oppenheim sent her Surrealist object Das
Paar to a photographer before submitting it for
exhibition, the photographer took the liberty of
tying up the laces before photographing it.
When Breton saw the photo with tied laces, he
dubbed this object à délacer which in French
means to untie, typically either shoes or a corset.
The title and laced shoes together suggest the
potential act of undressing and a fascination
with exposing the female body. However, when
Oppenheim later described Das Paar (with the
laces untied), she stated it was an “odd unisexual
pair: two shoes, unobserved at night, doing
‘forbidden’ things.” She expressly assigned no
gender and suggests the “forbidden” acts already
taking place between anthropomorphized shoes.
She takes a more literal approach, the shoes as
expressive things in themselves, rather than
symbolically resonant of something else.
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Meret Oppenheim, Bee-covered bicycle seat, found
photograph, 1954

This is not to suggest that all her interactions
with Breton were negative. When she happened
across a wonderfully disturbing photograph of
a bicycle seat covered in bees, she mailed it to
Breton, who republished the found photograph
as an artistic contribution by Oppenheim in the
third
issue
of
the
new
Surrealist
publication Medium.
Dangerous Success

Yet, the early acclaim for the fur-covered Object
had a negative effect on Oppenheim’s early
career. When it was purchased by The Museum
of Modern Art and featured in their influential
1936-37 exhibition “Fantastic Art, Dada, and
Surrealism,”
visitors
declared
it
the
“quintessential” Surrealist object. And that is
how it has been seen ever since. But for
Oppenheim, the prestige and focus on this one
object proved too much, and she spent more
than a decade out of the artistic limelight,
destroying much of the work she produced
during that period. It was only later when she
re-emerged and began publicly showing new
paintings and objects with renewed vigor and
confidence, that she began reclaiming some of
the intent of her work. When she was given an
award for her work by the City of Basel, she
touched upon this in her acceptance speech: “I
think it is the duty of a woman to lead a life
that expresses her disbelief in the validity of the
taboos that have been imposed upon her kind
for thousands of years. Nobody will give you
freedom; you have to take it.”

139. Frank Lloyd Wright, Fallingwater
Charles Wiebe

Frank Lloyd Wright, Fallingwater (Edgar J. Kaufmann House), 1935-38, Bear Run, Pennsylvania (photo: Carol M.
Highsmith Archive, Library of Congress #LC-DIG-highsm-04261)

Perched above a mountain cataract on a rocky
hillside deep in the rugged forest of
Southwestern Pennsylvania, some 90 minutes
from Pittsburgh, is America’s most famous
house. The commission for Fallingwater was a
personal milestone for the American architect

Frank Lloyd Wright since it clearly marked a
turning point in his career. After this late-career
triumph, the sixty-seven-year old would go on
to create a series of highly original designs that
would validate his claim as “The world’s greatest
architect.”
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“The greatest architect of the nineteenth-century” —Philip Johnson

A fellowship and a commission

The mid-1930s were among the darkest years for
architecture and architects in American history;
the country’s financial system had collapsed
with the failure of hundreds of banks. Almost
no private homes were built. Many of the
architectural projects started during the boom
of the late 1920s were halted for lack of funds.
Now in his sixties, Wright and his new wife
Olgivanna were struggling to keep Taliesin, his
Wisconsin home and studio, out of foreclosure.
Worse still, his peers were beginning to regard
Wright as an irrelevant anachronism whose time
had passed.

The Wrights devised an architectural
apprenticeship program that came to be known
as the “fellowship.” And among the first
candidates was Edgar Kaufmann Jr. who became
enamored with Wright after reading his
biography. Kaufmann was the son of Pittsburgh
department store tycoon Edgar Kaufmann Sr.;
whose thirteen story downtown Pittsburgh
emporium was reported to be the largest in the
world. Kaufmann senior was no stranger to
architectural pursuits—he was involved in
numerous public projects and built several stores
and homes. Kaufmann let Wright know that he
had several civic architectural projects in mind
for him. He and his wife Liliane were invited to
Taliesin and were duly impressed.

In 1932 Henry-Russell Hitchcock and Philip
Johnson
opened
the
“Modern
Architecture: International Exhibition” at the
newly founded Museum of Modern Art in New
York
and
simultaneously published
the
book International Style. This was, perhaps, the
most influential architectural exhibit ever
mounted in the United States and the book
became a manifesto for modern architecture and
would profoundly affect almost every major
architectural project worldwide for the next 30
years. It focused on the work of four great
“European
functionalists” Walter
Gropius,
Ludwig Mies van der Rohe, Le Corbusier and
J.J.P. Oud. Wright was largely snubbed.
Hitchcock had praise for his early work, for its
“many innovations,” but he condemned Wright
for a “[l]ack of continuity in his development
and his unwillingness to absorb the innovations
of his contemporaries and his juniors in Europe.”
Hitchcock insulted Wright further by
characterizing him as “a rebel by temperament…
[who] refused even the discipline of his own
theories.” The catalogue calls Wright a “halfmodern” throwback, one of the “last
representatives
of
Romanticism.” Wright
responded by denigrating European Modernism
as an “evil crusade,” a manifestation of
“totalitarianism.”

Fallingwater
floorplan
(diagram: Arsenalbubs,
<https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/
File:Fallingwaterfloorplan.jpg> CC0 1.0)

139. Fallingwater, Frank Lloyd Wright

Frank Lloyd Wright, Fallingwater, steps to stream (Edgar J.
Kaufmann House), Bear Run, Pennsylvania (photo: Daderot,
<https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Fallingwater __DSC05600.JPG> CC0 1.0)

There are varying accounts regarding the
circumstances that brought Kaufmann to offer
Wright a chance to design a “weekend home” in
the country; but we know that Wright made his
first trip to the site on Bear Run, Pennsylvania
in December, 1934. Wright’s apprentice Donald
Hoppen has spoken of Wright’s “uncanny
sense of…genius loci”1 (Latin for “spirit of the
place”) and from the very beginning, the
architect rejected a site that presented a
conventional view of the waterfall; instead, he
audaciously offered to make the house part of
it, stating that the “visit to the waterfall in the
woods stays with me and a domicile takes shape
in my mind to the music of the stream.” The
South-southeast orientation gives the illusion
that the stream flows, not alongside the house,
but through it.
Fastest draw in the Midwest

Perhaps the most famous tale to come out of
the lore of Fallingwater is the improbable story
that Wright, after receiving the commission
procrastinated for nine months until he was
forced to draw up the complete plans while his
patron was driving the 140 miles from
Milwaukee to Taliesin. However, the essential
story is validated by several witnesses.
Apprentice Edgar Taffel recalled that after
talking with Kaufmann on the phone, Wright
“briskly emerged from his office…sat down at
the table set with the plot plan and started to
draw…The design just poured out of him.
‘Liliane and E.J. will have tea on the
balcony…they’ll cross the bridge to walk in the
woods…’ Pencils being used up as fast as we
could sharpen them….Erasures, overdrawing,
modifying. Flipping sheets back and forth. Then,
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the bold title across the bottom ‘Fallingwater.’
A house has to have a name.”2 There seems to
be agreement that the whole process took about
two hours.

Frank Lloyd Wright, Fallingwater (Edgar J. Kaufmann
House), Mill Run, Pennsylvania, 1935, Color pencil on
tracing paper, 15-3/8 x 27-1/4″ © The Frank Lloyd Wright
Foundation

Organic architecture

Edgar Kaufmann Jr. pointed out that Wright’s
famous concept of “Organic Architecture” stems
from his Transcendentalist background. The
belief that human life is part of nature. Wright
even incorporated a rock outcropping that
projected above the living room floor into his
massive central hearth, further uniting the
house with the earth. “Can you say” Wright
challenged his apprentices “when your building
is complete, that the landscape is more beautiful
than it was before?”3
In his book, Fallingwater Rising: Frank Lloyd
Wright, E. J. Kaufmann, and America’s Most
Extraordinary House, Franklin Toker wrote that,
this delicate synthesis of nature and the
built environment probably counts as
the main reason why Fallingwater is
such a well-loved work. The contouring
of the house into cantilevered ledges
responds so sympathetically to the rock
strata of the stream banks that it does
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make Bear Run a more wondrous
landscape than it had been before.4

Frank Lloyd Wright, Fallingwater (Edgar J. Kaufmann
House), Bear Run, Pennsylvannia, 1937 (photo: Lykantrop
<https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/
File:Frank_Lloyd_Wright__Fallingwater_interior_2.JPG>)

Frank Lloyd Wright, Fallingwater, detail with tree (Edgar
J. Kaufmann
House),
1937
(photo: Daderot,
<https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Fallingwater
_detail_-_DSC05656.JPG> CC0 1.0)

Wright further emphasizes the connection with
nature by liberal use of glass; the house has no
walls facing the falls, only a central stone core
for the fireplaces and stone columns. This
provides elongated vistas leading the eye out
to the horizon and the woods. Vincent Scully
has pointed out that this reflects “an image of
Modern man caught up in constant change and
flow, holding on…to whatever seems solid but
no longer regarding himself as the center of the
world.”5 The architect’s creative use of “corner
turning
windows”
without
mullions
causes corners to vanish. Wright even bows to
nature by bending a trellis beam to
accommodate a pre-existing tree.

Walter Gropius and Adolf Meyer, competition entry for
the Chicago Tribune Tower, 1922, perspective drawing,
22.5 x 13.3 cm, gelatin silver print sheet (Harvard Art
Museums)

139. Fallingwater, Frank Lloyd Wright
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Influences

Although he denied it, Wright was influenced
by every conceivable architectural style, but
Fallingwater owes little to his previous designs
(the only exceptions being perhaps the use of
irregular stones that are also found on Taliesin
and his interest in strong horizontal lines). At
Fallingwater, he appears to be more concerned
with responding to the European Modernist
design that he had in part inspired—but that had
since eclipsed him. In effect, he set out to beat
the Europeans at their own game, using
elements of their idiom. We see, for example,
inspiration drawn from the balconies of Gropius’
design for the Chicago Tribune Tower
competition, though instead of the stark white of
the International Style, he paints his balconies a
warmer, earthen tone in deference to nature and
perhaps the Adobe dwellings of the American
Southwest.
Fallingwater falling down?

The Kaufmanns loved Wright’s radical proposal
to literally suspend the house over the waterfall.
But Edgar Kaufmann Sr., ever the pragmatic
business man (who had also studied engineering
for a year at Yale) prudently sent a copy of
Wright’s blueprints to his engineer; who found
the ground unstable and did not recommend that
he proceed with the house. Wright was not
happy with his client’s lack of faith but
permitted an increase in the number and
diameter
of
the
structure’s
steel
reinforcements—Kaufmann agreed to proceed.
It’s worth noting that the engineer’s warnings
later proved valid, an issue that “haunted”
Wright for the rest of his life.

Frank Lloyd Wright, Frederick C. Robie House, Historic
American Buildings Survey, Cervin Robinson,
Photographer, 18 August 1963, exterior from southwest,
5757 Woodlawn Avenue, Chicago, Cook County, IL, 5 x 7″
(Library of Congress HABS ILL,16-CHIG,33–3)

Wright is famous for pushing the architectural
envelope for dramatic effect. We see this is in the
vast cantilevered wooden roof of Robie House in
Chicago. In Fallingwater he chose ferro-concrete
for his cantilevers, this use of reinforced
concrete for the long suspended balconies was
revolutionary. He boldly extended the balcony of
the second floor master bedroom soaring six feet
beyond the living room below.
However, due to the lack of proper support,
cracks began appearing in the balcony floors
soon after they were poured. Over the years
since, cracks have been repeatedly repaired as
the cantilevers continued to sag. By 2001 some
of the 15-foot cantilevers had fallen more than
7 inches. To avoid a complete collapse, an
ingenious system was devised using tensioned
cables to correct the problem and stabilize
Wright’s masterwork.
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Almost from the day of its completion,
Fallingwater was celebrated around the world.
The house and its architect were featured in
major publications including the cover of Time
Magazine. Over the years its fame has only
increased. According to Franklin Toker,
Fallingwater’s most important contribution to
Modern Architecture is surely the “acceptance of
Modern architecture itself.”
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Frank Lloyd Wright, Fallingwater, steps to stream (Edgar
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140. Frida Kahlo, Two Fridas
Dr. Doris Maria-Reina Bravo

expectations in her self-portraits. These
powerful and unflinching self-images explore
complex and difficult topics including her
culturally mixed heritage, the harsh reality of
her medical conditions, and the repression of
women.

Frida Kahlo, The Two Fridas (Las dos Fridas), 1939, oil
on canvas, 67-11/16 x 67-11/16″ (Museo de Arte Moderno,
Mexico City)

Indelible marks

Facial hair indelibly marks the self-portraits of
Mexican artist Frida Kahlo. In an era when
women still wore elaborate hairstyles, hosiery,
and attire, Kahlo was a rebellious loner, often
dressed in indigenous clothing. Moreover, she
lived as an artist during a period when many
middle-class women sacrificed their ambitions
to live entirely in the domestic sphere. Kahlo
flouted both conventions of beauty and social

Frida Kahlo, Self-portrait in a Velvet Dress, 1926, oil on
canvas (private collection)

The double self-portrait The Two Fridas, 1939
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features two seated figures holding hands and
sharing a bench in front of a stormy sky. The
Fridas are identical twins except in their attire,
a poignant issue for Kahlo at this moment. The
year she painted this canvas she was divorced
from Diego Rivera, the acclaimed Mexican
muralist. Before she married Rivera in 1929, she
wore the modern European dress of the era,
evident in her first self-portrait where she dons
a red velvet dress with gold embroidery. With
Rivera’s encouragement, Kahlo embraced attire
rooted in Mexican customs.

are Colonial in style) while her simple white
blouse is a nod to peasant women.
The portraits from the 1930s reflect Kahlo’s
growing penchant for indigenous attire and hairstyling, as is evident in Frieda and Diego Rivera,
1931 and The Two Fridas. Yet Kahlo never
abandoned dressing her subjects and herself in
the mainstream, European dress; her female
relatives wear non-indigenous clothing in My
Grandparents, My Parents, and I (Family Tree),
1936. In this painting, the bridal dress Kahlo’s
mother wears is reminiscent of the white, stiffcollared dress the artist wears in The Two Fridas.
Indeed, the grotesque view into each woman’s
insides is heightened by the virginal whiteness
of both dresses.
In her brief lifetime, Kahlo painted about two
hundred works of art, many of which are selfportraits. With the exception of a few family
trees, the double-portrait with Rivera and The
Two Fridasrepresents a departure in her oeuvre.
If a self-portrait by definition is a painting of
one’s self, why would Kahlo paint herself twice?
One way to answer this question is to
examine The Two Fridas as a bookend to the 1931
portrait, Frieda and Diego Rivera. Though this
painting was meant to celebrate the birth of their
union, their tentative grasp seems to reflect
Kahlo’s misgivings about her husband’s fidelity.
By contrast, the double self-portrait, though
laden with suffering, exhibits resilience.

Frida Kahlo, Self-portrait (Time Flies), 1929 (private
collection)

Dress

In her second self-portrait, her accessories
reference distinct periods in Mexican history
(her necklace is a reference to the preColumbian Jadite of the Aztecs and the earrings

140. Two Fridas, Frida Kahlo
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is weakened by an exposed heart, the other is
strong; where one still pines for her lost love
(as underscored by the vein feeding Rivera’s
miniature portrait), the other clamps down on
that figurative and literal tie with a hemostat.

Frida Kahlo, detail with Hemostat, The Two Fridas (Las
dos Fridas), 1939, oil on canvas, 67-11/16 x 67-11/16″
(Museo de Arte Moderno, Mexico City) (photo: Dave
Cooksey, CC: BY-NC-SA 2.0)
Frida Kahlo, Frieda and Diego Rivera, 1931, oil on canvas,
39-3/8 x 31 inches (San Francisco Museum of Modern Art)

Human anatomy is often graphically exposed in
Kahlo’s work, a topic she knew well after a
childhood bout with polio deformed her right
leg and a bus accident when she was eighteen
years old left her disabled and unable to bear
children. She would endure 32 operations as a
result. Kahlo utilized blood as a visceral
metaphor of union, as in the 1936 family portrait
where she honors her lineage through these
bloody ties. She returns to this metaphor in The
Two Fridas though with the added impact of two
hearts, both vulnerable and laid bare to the
viewer as a testament to her emotional suffering.
Detail of The Two Fridas, with hand holding a portrait of
young Diego (photo: Dave Cooksey, CC: BY-NC-SA 2.0)

Anatomy of Two Fridas

The two Fridas clasp hands tightly. This bond is
echoed by the vein that unites them. Where one
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“I am the person I know best”

Frida Kahlo, My Grandparents, My Parents, and I (Family
Tree), 1936, oil and tempera on zinc, 12 1/8 x 13 5/8″ (The
Museum of Modern Art, New York)

Photographs by artists within her milieu, like
Manuel
Alvarez
Bravo
and
Imogen
Cunningham, confirm that Kahlo’s self-portraits
were largely accurate and that she avoided
embellishing her features. The solitude produced
by frequent bed rest—stemming from polio, her
near-fatal bus accident, and a lifetime of
operations—was one of the cruel constants in
Kahlo’s life. Indeed, numerous photographs
feature Kahlo in bed, often painting despite
restraints. Beginning in her youth, in order to
cope with these long periods of recovery, Kahlo
became a painter. Nevertheless, the isolation
caused by her health problems was always
present. She reflected, “I paint self-portraits
because I am so often alone because I am the
person I know best.”

141. Lawrence, The Migration of the Negro,
Panel no. 49
A CONVERSATION
Dr. Beth Harris and Dr. Steven Zucker

Steven: We’re in The Phillips Collection in
Washington, D.C., and we’re looking at a series
of small paintings by Jacob Lawrence.
Beth: This is actually a series of paintings. There
are 60 of them. Half are here in The Phillips
Collection. The other half are in the Museum of
Modern Art.
Steven: Actually, MoMA has the even numbers
and The Phillips has the odd numbers. And that
was an arrangement that the artist agreed to
because these were so sought after.
Beth: He was young when he painted these, and
so it’s a remarkable achievement for a very
young artist.
Steven: And they document one of the most
important historical events in American history,
the migration of African Americans from the
agricultural South into the industrial North at
the end of the nineteenth and especially in the
first half of the twentieth century. So what
precipitated this was not only the extreme
racism and Jim Crow Laws in the South, but also
a dearth of labor in the North. That is, northern
industrial companies had jobs to fill.

Jacob Lawrence, The Migration Series, no. 49 (Different
Kind of Discrimination), 1940-41, 60 panels, tempera on
hardboard (even numbers at The Museum of Modern Art,
odd numbers at the Phillips Collection) (photo: Ron
Cogswell, CC BY 2.0) <https://flic.kr/p/MrsqKx>
This is a transcript of a conversation conducted in the
galleries of the Phillips Collection in Washington, D.C.
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Beth: Six million people are estimated to have
moved during these waves of migrations. And
Lawrence’s family is one of them.
Steven: So people moved to New York just like
Lawrence’s family did, but people also moved to
Chicago, to St. Louis, to Pittsburgh, to all these
industrial centers.

Beth: You have to imagine that life was really bad
in the South for people to pick up, take all their
belongings, move their families, and there must
have been the hope of a much better life in the
North. And I think there was in many cases, but
there was also significant hardship…

Jacob Lawrence, The Migration Series, 1940-41, 60 panels, tempera on hardboard (even numbers at The Museum of
Modern Art, odd numbers at the Phillips Collection) (photo: Steven Zucker, CC BY-NC-SA 2.0) <https://flic.kr/p/
CkgYN1>

Steven: And racism in the North, as well.
Beth: And the great thing about this series is
that Lawrence captures the complexity of what
happened to people’s lives when they moved.
Steven: And he does that not only by this
brilliant use of color and very stark composition

using tempera on hard board, but he also does
it through his titling, which is almost a kind
of poem that weaves its way throughout these
images.
Beth: When we look at the paintings, we see
geometric shapes, we see flat areas of color. And

141. The Migration of the Negro, Panel no. 49, Lawrence

there’s something spare about both the words
and the images that’s a big part of their power.
Steven: Well he was weirdly careful when he
produced this. He had done a tremendous
amount of research at the Schomburg Center
in Harlem. This entire series really is about
movement, it really is about change. The very
first panel and the very last panel have to do
with train stations and the movement of people.
Let’s take a look at this image.
Beth: This is one of my favorites, because one
really has a palpable sense of the effects of
racism and discrimination.
Steven: We have this gold barrier. You have this
rope that separates the people on the right from
the people on the left in a spare field, which is
upended. We’re fusing linear perspective, giving
us this exterior bird’s eye view.
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Steven: And because Lawrence makes the figure
on the upper right so small, we get a real sense
of distance and a sense of the isolation of that
figure. Look at the way that the artist leads our
eye from top to bottom. Our eye falls down with
a kind of increasing momentum. And he brings
us almost like a pinball machine back and forth,
zigzagging, following the line of the barrier, but
also alternating between the figures on either
side of that barrier.
Beth: And if we follow that barrier down all
the way to the lower right, look how much we
can tell about that figure from such economy of
form. We can tell that this is a female figure, that
she’s older. Lawrence has painted her head lower
than her shoulders, so she seems stooped over
the table as she eats her food.

Beth: That gray background is entirely flattened.
The figures are silhouetted in these dark colors.
There’s a real sense of isolation between the
figures.

Steven: And the hat that she wears covers her
so completely, her head is almost that of a bell.
It’s interesting that the white figures are the only
people who have their facial features depicted.
The African Americans are given form and
personality really by the contours of their
bodies.

Steven: Well the figures on the left, the whites,
are really separate. The figure at the top left is
facing away from the people on the other side of
the barrier.

Beth: I feel so much more sympathy for the
figures on the right, for the African American
figures. Those figures on the left really do seem
aloof and almost menacing.

Beth: And he looks rather haughty to me, in the
way that he looks up and out.

Steven: What’s fascinating is that Lawrence is
bringing a visual vocabulary that is clearly wellversed in modernism to a subject that in the
United States really is an expression of the
modern condition of this modern migration of
industrialization, of real upheaval.

Steven: And the man below him is clutching his
newspaper, ignoring the place setting before
him, and he seems to be completely lost in his
own thoughts. But more than that, because of
the size of his hands, he seems to be almost
clutching that newspaper, defiantly refusing to
acknowledge anybody else in his environment.
Beth: There’s a real economy to everything here
in terms of the shapes and the lines, and yet
there’s so much expressiveness.

Beth: And by the vocabulary of modernism,
you’re referring to the flatness of the forms, the
reductiveness that we see here. But we normally
think about modernism as dispensing the subject
matter with narrative.
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Steven: And yet here, the subject matter is
beautifully woven into these stark images.

Watch
the
ZLC8xRNcJvE>.

video

<https://youtu.be/

142. Wifredo Lam, The Jungle
Dr. Doris Maria-Reina Bravo

Lam painted The Jungle (1943), Cuba had already
spent over four decades at the mercy of United
States-interests.
Wifredo Lam remains the most renowned
painter from Cuba and The Jungle remains his
best known work and an important painting in
the history of Latin American art and the history
twentieth-century modernism more broadly. In
the 1920s and 30s, Lam was in Madrid and Paris,
but in 1941 as Europe was engulfed by war, he
returned to his native country. Though he would
leave Cuba again for Europe after the war, key
elements within his artistic practice intersected
during this period: Lam’s consciousness of
Cuba’s socio-economic realities; his artistic
formation in Europe under the influence of
Surrealism; and his re-acquaintance with AfroCaribbean culture. This remarkable collision
resulted in the artist’s most notable work, The
Jungle.

Wifredo Lam, The Jungle, 1942-43, gouache on paper
mounted on canvas, 94-1/4 x 90-1/2″ / 239.4 x 229.9 cm
(The Museum of Modern Art, New York)

In The Godfather Part II Michael Corleone has
the impeccable timing of visiting Cuba on the
eve of the 1959 Revolution that would overthrow
the corrupt government of Cuba’s leader at the
time, Fulgencio Batista. Corleone’s stay in
Havana—marked by business meetings with
American corporations and trips to casinoresorts and cabaret shows—highlights the
excesses that led to the dramatic fall of that
regime during the film’s New Year’s Eve party.
More than fifteen years earlier, when Wifredo
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A game of perception

sky or wide view; instead, this is a tight,
directionless snapshot, with only the faintest
sense of the ground.

Wifredo Lam, The Jungle (detail)

The Jungle, currently on display at the Museum
of Modern Art in New York, has an undeniable
presence within the gallery: the cluster of
enigmatic faces, limbs, and sugarcane crowd a
canvas that is nearly an 8 foot square. Lam’s
bold painting is a game of perception. The artist
haphazardly constructs the figures from a
collection of distinct forms—crescent-shaped
faces; prominent, rounded backsides; willowy
arms and legs; and flat, cloddish hands and feet.
When assembled these figures resemble a
funhouse mirror reflection. The disproportion
among the shapes generates an uneasy balance
between the composition’s denser top and more
open bottom—there are not enough feet and legs
to support the upper half of the painting, which
seems on the verge of toppling over. Another
significant element within Lam’s game of
perception is how he places the figures within
an unorthodox landscape. Lam’s panorama
excludes the typical elements of a horizon line,

Conrado W. Massaguer, Visit Cuba,
postcard, n.d. (before 1960)

One part of the flora in this scene—sugarcane—is
alien to the jungle setting suggested by the
painting’s title. Sugarcane does not grow in
jungles but rather is cultivated in fields. In 1940s
Cuba, sugarcane was big business, requiring the
toil of thousands of laborers similar to the cotton
industry in the American South before the Civil
War. The reality of laboring Cubans was in sharp
contrast to how foreigners perceived the island
nation, namely as a playground. Lam’s painting
remains an unusual Cuban landscape compared
to the tourism posters that depicted the country
as a destination for Americans seeking beachside
resorts. While northern visitors enjoyed a
permissive resort experience, U.S. corporations
ran their businesses, including sugar production.
Though Cuba gained independence from Spain

Wifredo Lam, The Jungle (detail)

at the end of the nineteenth century, the United
States maintained the right to intervene in
Cuba’s affairs, which destabilized politics on the
island for decades.
European Modernism and Santería

During the interwar period in Paris, Lam
befriended the Surrealists, whose influence is
evident in The Jungle. Surrealists aimed to
release the unconscious mind—suppressed, they
believed, by the rational—in order to achieve
another reality. In art, the juxtaposition of
irrational images reveal a “super-reality,” or “surreality.” In Lam’s work, an other-worldly
atmosphere emerges from the constant shifting
taking place among the figures; they are at once
human, animal, organic, and mystical.
This metamorphosis among the figures is also
related to Lam’s interest in Afro-Caribbean
culture. When the artist resettled in Cuba in
1941, he began to integrate symbols from
Santería, an Afro-Cuban religion that mixes
African beliefs and customs with Catholicism,
into his art. During Santería ceremonies the
supernatural merges with the natural world
through masks, animals, or initiates who become
possessed by a god. These ceremonies are
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moments of metamorphosis where a being is at
once itself and otherworldly.
No cha-cha-cha

Lam created a new narrative within the Cuban
imagination: rooted in the island’s complex
history, his work was an antidote to the
picturesque frivolity that mired the nation in
stereotype,
[…]I refused to paint cha-cha-cha. I
wanted with all my heart to paint the
drama of my country, but by
thoroughly expressing the negro [sic]
spirit […] In this way I could act as a
Trojan horse that would spew forth
hallucinating figures with the power to
surprise, to disturb the dreams of the
exploiters. I knew I was running the
risk of not being understood either by
the man in the street or by the
others. But a true picture has the power
to set the imagination to work, even if
it takes time.1
The Jungle is both enigmatic and enchanting and
has inspired generations of viewers to liberate
their imaginations.

143. Rivera, Dream of a Sunday Afternoon in
Alameda Central Park
Dr. Doris Maria-Reina Bravo

Diego Rivera, Dream of a Sunday Afternoon in Alameda
Central Park (Sueño de una tarde dominical en la
Alameda Central), 1947, 4.8 x 15 m (Museo Mural Diego
Rivera, originally, Hotel del Prado, Mexico City)
Dream or nightmare

Diego Rivera, detail with rearing horse and
shooting, Dream of a Sunday Afternoon in Alameda
Central Park (Sueño de una tarde dominical en la
Alameda Central), 1947, 4.8 x 15 m (Museo Mural Diego
Rivera, originally, Hotel del Prado, Mexico City)

In Dream of a Sunday Afternoon in Alameda
Central Park, hundreds of characters from 400
years of Mexican history gather for a stroll
through Mexico City’s largest park. But the
colorful balloons, impeccably dressed visitors,
and vendors with diverse wares cannot conceal
the darker side of this dream: a confrontation
between an indigenous family and a police
officer; a man shooting into the face of someone
being trampled by a horse in the midst of a
skirmish; a sinister skeleton smiling at the
viewer. What kind of dream, or nightmare, is
this?

Surreal quartet

In the spirit of Surrealism, this is a complex
dream. For Surrealists, like Salvador Dalí, dreams
were the principal subject matter. Since dreams
are so personal and strange, this allowed artists
to juxtapose unrelated matter, like clocks and
ants for Dalí. Though Rivera never officially
joined the Surrealists, he uses this approach
in Dream of a Sunday Afternoon in Alameda
Central Park as he cobbles together a scene
composed of disparate historical personages,
including Hernán Cortés (the Spanish conqueror
who initiated the fall of the Aztec Empire), Sor
Juana (a seventeenth-century nun and one of
217
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Mexico’s most notable writers), and Porfirio Díaz
(whose dictatorship at the turn of the twentieth
century inspired the Mexican Revolution).

Diego Rivera, detail with the artist as a young man (left),
the paintier Frida Kahlo (behind him), La Catrina (the
Skeleton) and the printmaker, José Guadalupe Posada
(right), Dream of a Sunday Afternoon in Alameda
Central Park (Sueño de una tarde dominical en la
Alameda Central), 1947, 4.8 x 15 m (Museo Mural Diego
Rivera, originally, Hotel del Prado, Mexico City)

This character became infamous in Posada’s La
Calavera de la Catrina (The Catrina Skeleton),
1913. Here, the renowned printmaker depicted
La Catrina as a skeleton in order to critique the
Mexican elite. In Dream of a Sunday Afternoon
in Alameda Central Park, Rivera reproduces the
original Posada print and adds an elaborate
boa—reminiscent of the feathered Mesoamerican
serpent god Quetzalcóatl—around her neck.
La Catrina unites two great Mexican artists in
this mural: she holds Rivera’s hand as her other
arm is held by Posada. Though Posada died in
obscurity in 1913, artists later brought attention
to his work and he was a significant influence
on the Mexican muralists. The fourth character
in this quartet is Kahlo. She stands behind a
child-version of her husband, with one hand
protectively on his shoulder as her other holds a
Yin and Yang object.

Perhaps the most striking grouping is a central
quartet featuring Rivera, the artist Frida Kahlo,
the printmaker, and draughtsman José
Guadalupe Posada, and La Catrina. “Catrina”
was a nickname in the early twentieth century
for an elegant, upper-class woman who dressed
in European clothing.
Diego Rivera, detail with the artist as a young man (lower
left), the paintier Frida Kahlo (behind him), and La
Catrina (the Skeleton), Dream of a Sunday Afternoon in
Alameda Central Park (Sueño de una tarde dominical
en la Alameda Central), 1947, 4.8 x 15 m (Museo Mural
Diego Rivera, originally, Hotel del Prado, Mexico City)

José Guadalupe Posada, La Calavera Catrina, 1913,
etching, 34.5 x 23 cm

In Chinese philosophy, Yin and Yang refer to
opposite yet interdependent forces, like day and
night. Within the name of this concept is
perhaps the most fundamental duality in
humanity: female (“Yin”) and male (“Yang”).
Thus, this Chinese symbol becomes a metaphor

143. Dream of a Sunday Afternoon in Alameda Central Park, Rivera

for Rivera and Kahlo’s complex relationship:
Rivera began as Kahlo’s mentor; they then
married, separated, and got back together; they
were political comrades, and they painted each
other frequently. Their double-portraits often
reflect the state of the couple’s relationship at
that moment. In Frieda and Diego Rivera (1931)
Kahlo subtly plays with the couple’s stature in
order to emphasize Rivera’s influence on her.
Kahlo was ill as Rivera worked on this mural and
his diminished size may reflect his feelings of
helplessness.
Reading Mexican history
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majority of the central space, and modern
achievements fill the right. For some art
historians, the central area is a snapshot of
bourgeois life in 1895—as refined ladies and
gentlemen promenade in their Sunday best,
under the watchful eye of Porfirio Díaz in his
plumed military garb. One gets a sense of the
inequality that stirred average Mexicans to
overthrow their dictator and initiate the Mexican
Revolution which lasted from 1910 until 1920.
In this light, we can appreciate the dreams and
nightmares within each epoch. To the left of the
balloons, the nightmares of the conquest and
religious intolerance during the colonial-era give
way to the dream of a democratic nation during
the nineteenth century, represented by the oversized figure of Benito Juárez, who restored the
republic after French occupation and attempted
to modernize the country as president. On the
right of the composition, beyond the bandstand,
the battles of the revolution give way to a society
where “land and liberty,” as championed by the
workers’ flags, becomes a tangible reality.
Histories normally edited out

Frida Kahlo, Frieda and Diego Rivera, 1931, oil on canvas,
39-3/8 x 31 inches or 100.01 x 78.74 cm (San Francisco
Museum of Modern Art)

Stepping away from the center, if one reads the
mural like a text, a chronology emerges: the left
side of the composition highlights the conquest
and colonization of Mexico, the fight for
independence and the revolution occupy the

More often than not history is written by the
victor and thus reflects an incomplete
story. Dream of a Sunday Afternoon in Alameda
Central Park is an antidote to this: Rivera
guarantees that histories normally edited out
(the stories of the indigenous and the masses)
have a place in this grand narrative. The artist
reminds the viewer that the struggles and glory
of four centuries of Mexican history are due to
the participation of Mexicans from all strata of
society.
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Diego Rivera, detail with Benito Juárez top center, Dream
of a Sunday Afternoon in Alameda Central Park (Sueño
de una tarde dominical en la Alameda Central), 1947, 4.8
x 15 m (Museo Mural Diego Rivera, originally, Hotel del
Prado, Mexico City)

144. Marcel Duchamp, Fountain
A CONVERSATION
Dr. Beth Harris and Dr. Steven Zucker

This is a transcript of a conversation conducted
in the galleries of the San Francisco Museum of
Modern Art.

originally made in 1917, but which he remade in
1964.
Beth: The original was gone.
Steven: Thrown away, or who knows what.
Beth: So this is a small series that was made in
1964, after that original work of 1917 and he
oversaw the making of this.
Steven: I think we need to be really careful with
the word “making.” What Duchamp did, of
course, is he went to a plumbing supply
house—it was called Mott—and purchased this
and…
Beth: OK, so he didn’t make it.
Steven: Right. So he made it as a work of art.
Through the alchemy of the artist, transformed
this.
Beth: He turned the urinal on its side and signed
it R. Mott and dated it.

Marcel Duchamp, Fountain, 1917/1964, glazed ceramic
with black paint, San Francisco Museum of Modern Art.
(photo: Steven Zucker, <https://flic.kr/p/dBpkgn> CC BYNC-SA 2.0)

Steven: And submitted it to an art exhibition for
a new group that he was a founding member of,
the American Society for Independent Artists.
Their notion was that the juried exhibition that
was prevalent in the United States in New York

Steven: We’re at SFMOMA and we’re looking at
a Marcel Duchamp. This is Fountain, which he
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at this time– remember, Duchamp had just come
over from Paris– was, in fact, a real problem,
because the jury always selected the traditional
work that they were associated with and this
new group wanted to bring in new possibilities.
Beth: Right. So they were supposed to accept
every work that was submitted, but they rejected
this one.
Steven: Well, I think he was really pushing the
boundary there.
Beth: He submitted it as sculpture, which, to me,
is even more remarkable, because when you
think about sculpture, it has an even more
monumental, heroic tradition even than
painting, to take this urinal and turn it on its
side.
Steven: Some art historians have dealt with this
in the most absurd way, talking about its formal
qualities with its shiny porcelain surface. But it’s
a urinal, although it is transformed. And this is,
of course, what Duchamp called a “readymade.”
Beth: Well, you used the word alchemy before.
And I think that that’s an interesting word,
because one of the ways we can think about
what art is, is a kind of transformation of
ordinary materials into something really

wonderful that transports us and that makes us
see things in a new way. And though he didn’t
make anything, he is asking us to see the urinal
in a new way. Not necessarily as an aesthetic
object, but to make us ask the philosophical
questions about what art it is and what the artist
does.
Steven: But he separates craftsmanship and its
relationship to aesthetic enjoyment and to the
profundity of a work of art. Just absolutely
throwing it out the window.
Beth: That’s the philosophical question he wants
to open up– does art have to be made by the
hand of the artist.
Steven: And of course he’s doing it in the most
absurd way by putting a urinal forward, calling
it Fountain.
Beth: So what is art? Is it the idea? Is it the
concept? Can an artist just have the idea and not
make the object?
Steven: Can art be pure philosophy, pure theory?
Beth: Exactly.
Watch
the
FmjSUyyc-3M>.

video

<https://youtu.be/

145. Willem de Kooning, Woman I
A CONVERSATION
Dr. Beth Harris and Dr. Steven Zucker

This is a transcript of a conversation conducted in
the galleries of The Museum of Modern Art in New
York City.

Steven: We’re in the Museum of Modern Art in
New York looking at Willem de Kooning’s
Woman, I from 1950-52.
Beth: So this painting took a long time to paint.
De Kooning worked on it over a number of
years, and that’s really evident when we look
at the surface of the painting, which looks like
layers and layers of different textures of paint,
some thin and drippy and some thick and matte.
Steven: In fact, some of his friends, when they
spoke about this painting, remember that de
Kooning actually had worked on a whole series
of images of a woman on the same canvas and
would work on it until the painting fell apart and
then he would basically wipe it away and start
over again. So, his objective was not a finished
product.
Beth: But instead process. The quickness of the
brushstrokes, which are so visible, imply the
painting was made quickly.
Steven: The brushwork is almost calligraphic and
muscular and tough. The paint is thick. And look
at the colors that he’s using. They are so garish.
And, as if the brilliant pinks, and orange, and
yellows up against muddy passages of flesh
tones wasn’t enough, he’s also put a border of
silver on the right side.

Willem de Kooning, Woman I, 1950-52, oil on canvas
(MoMA) (photo: Steven Zucker, CC BY-NC-SA 2.0)
<https://flic.kr/p/CikDGP>
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Beth: The colors seem to be intentionally
difficult, those fleshy, pink-y, peachy tones, but
also olive green that feels really dissonant.
Steven: Willem de Kooning is one of the central
abstract expressionists. He was friends with
Jackson Pollock. He was spending time with
Mark Rothko. And yet here’s a man who goes
back to the human figure. And large-scale,
seated female figure goes all the way back in the
history of art to the Madonna. This is sacred art
that has been brought into the twentieth century
and made profane.
Beth: And commercial. The eyes, the emphasis
on her breasts, I start to see the relationship
to images of pinup girls, sexualized images of
women with thick lipstick, teeth showing, and
wide grins, and mascara, and eyeliner.
Steven: It’s such an interesting moment in
American history. GIs coming back from the
war. The representation of the woman, either on
the silver screen or on a movie poster.
Beth: Taking on the sexualized, eroticized images
of women, she comes forward toward us. She’s
overwhelming in her size. She fills up the canvas.
Steven: it’s important to remember that Willem
de Kooning was one of the few artists of the
abstract expressionist generation that had been
trained in a very traditional way.
Beth: He could draw as well as any academicallytrained artists going back to the nineteenth
century.
Steven: It’s about finding an art that is still
meaningful in a sea of reproductive
technologies, where visual images are
bombarding us. And it’s about what the tradition
of the figure means in an art world that has
turned to abstraction.

Willem de Kooning, Woman I, 1950-52, oil on canvas
(MoMA) (photo: Steven Zucker, CC BY-NC-SA 2.0)
<https://flic.kr/p/CGebBM>

Beth: I find myself looking at the figure and
trying to find it. Where is her right arm? Does it
hang down by her side? Does it come across her
lap? Where are her legs or her thighs?
Steven: So, he’s constructing that body for us.
But he’s also refusing to allow it to exist in any
coherent way. So, given a kind of abstract field,
how do we populate that with the human figure?
Where does she exist? Part of the tension is that
the painting is essentially an abstract field. If
he had pushed the painting a little bit further
and the figure had dissolved, it’s the abstract
field of the canvas that would have asserted itself
and precluded the space for the figure to exist.
This is a painting right on the edge, where the
figure is still able to maintain itself in space, even
given the hazards of the abstraction in which she
exists.
Beth: There is something about that space
between abstraction and figuration that has to
do with the fact that this is a male artist painting
a female figure. She’s overwhelming.
Steven: De Kooning has taken the desire of the
male viewer for the pinup, for the
commercialized female figure in contemporary
visual culture and used that as a kind of fuel for
this painting.

145. Woman I, Willem de Kooning
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Beth: The paint is aggressive and energetic. Her
eyes are bulging. Her teeth are bared. There is
aggression in this painting.

As this contemporary representation of the
female figure, it is also about how that work is
made.

Steven: This was improvisation. This was a kind
of experimentation. This was a kind of discovery.

Watch
the
y0xbZTe1JSM>.

video

<https://youtu.be/

146. Warhol, Marilyn Diptych
Tina Rivers Ryan

Andy Warhol, Marilyn Diptych, 1962, acrylic on canvas, 2054 x 1448 mm (Tate) © The Andy Warhol Foundation for the
Visual Arts, Inc. 2015

Andy Warhol’s Marilyn Diptych is made of two
silver canvases on which the artist silkscreened
a photograph of Marilyn Monroe fifty times. At
first glance, the work—which explicitly
references a form of Christian painting (see

below) in its title—invites us to worship the
legendary icon, whose image Warhol plucked
from popular culture and immortalized as art.
But as in all of Warhol’s early paintings, this
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image is also a carefully crafted critique of both
modern art and contemporary life.
Not only pop culture

silkscreen process and repetition to make art
that is not about his interior life, but rather about
the culture in which he lived.

With sustained looking, Warhol’s works reveal
that he was influenced not only by pop culture
but also by art history—and especially by the art
that was then popular in New York. For example,
in this painting, we can identify the hallmarks
of Abstract Expressionist painters like Jackson
Pollock and Willem de Kooning.

Visitor, Tate Modern, London (photo: Barbara Piancastelli,
<https://flic.kr/p/7DdZWuCC> BY-NC-SA 2.0)

Diptych with the Virgin and Child Enthroned and the
Crucifixion, 1275/80, tempera on panel, 38 x 59 cm (Art
Institute of Chicago)
Emotional flatness

As in the work of these older artists,
the monumental scale of Marilyn Diptych (more
than six feet by nine feet) demands our attention
and announces the importance of the subject
matter. Furthermore, the seemingly careless
handling of the paint and its “allover
composition”—the even distribution of form and
color across the entire canvas, such that the
viewer’s eyes wander without focusing on one
spot—are each hallmarks of Abstract
Expressionism, as exemplified by Jackson
Pollock’s drip paintings. Yet Warhol references
these painters only to undermine the supposed
expressiveness of their gestures: like Jasper
Johns and Robert Rauschenberg, whose work
he admired, he uses photographic imagery, the

Warhol takes as the subject of his painting an
impersonal image. Though he was an awardwinning illustrator, instead of making his own
drawing of Monroe, he appropriates an image
that already exists. Furthermore, the image is not
some other artist’s drawing, but a photograph
made for mass reproduction. Even if we don’t
recognize the source (a publicity photo for
Monroe’s 1953 film Niagara), we know the
image is a photo, not only because of its
verisimilitude but also because of the heightened
contrast between the lit and shadowed areas of
her face, which we associate with a
photographer’s flash.

146. Marilyn Diptych, Warhol
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quasi-mechanical process, rather than the
product of the artist’s judgment. Warhol’s rote
painting technique is echoed by the rigid
composition of the work, a five-by-five grid of
faces, repeated across the two halves of its
surface.
Publicity still for the film Niagara, 1953 left; center and
right, details from: Andy Warhol, Marilyn Diptych, 1962,
acrylic on canvas, 2054 x 1448 mm (Tate) © The Andy
Warhol Foundation for the Visual Arts, Inc. 2015

True to form, the actress looks at us seductively
from under heavy-lidded eyes and with parted
lips; but her expression is also a bit inscrutable,
and the repetition remakes her face into an eerie,
inanimate mask. Warhol’s use of the silkscreen
technique further “flattens” the star’s face. By
screening broad planes of unmodulated color,
the artist removes the gradual shading that
creates a sense of three-dimensional volume and
suspends the actress in an abstract void. Through
these choices, Warhol transforms the literal
flatness of the paper-thin publicity photo into an
emotional “flatness,” and the actress into a kind
of automaton. In this way, the painting suggests
that “Marilyn Monroe,” a manufactured star with
a made-up name, is merely a one-dimensional
(sex) symbol—perhaps not the most appropriate
object of our almost religious devotion.
Repetitions

While Warhol’s silkscreened repetitions flatten
Monroe’s identity, they also complicate his own
identity as the artist of this work. The silkscreen
process allowed Warhol (or his assistants) to
reproduce the same image over and over again,
using multiple colors. Once the screens are
manufactured and the colors are chosen, the
artist simply spreads inks evenly over the
screens using a wide squeegee. Though there are
differences from one face to the next, these
appear to be the accidental byproducts of a

Detail, Andy Warhol, Marilyn Diptych, 1962, acrylic on
canvas, 2054 x 1448 mm (Tate) © The Andy Warhol
Foundation for the Visual Arts, Inc. 2015

Here, as in many Neo-Dada, minimalist and
conceptual works, the grid is like a program that
the artist uses to “automate” the process of
composing the work, instead of relying on
subjective thoughts or feelings to make
decisions. In other words, Warhol’s “cool,”
detached composition is the opposite of the
intimate, soulful encounter with the canvas
associated with Abstract Expressionism. But
whereas most works that use grids are abstract,
here, the grid repeats a photo of a movie star,
causing the painting to resemble a
photographer’s contact sheet or a series of film
strips placed side-by-side. These references to
mechanical forms of reproduction further prove
that for Warhol, painting is no longer an
elevated medium distinct from popular culture.
Ghostly symmetry

Aside from radically changing our
painting, Warhol’s choices create
between the artist and his subject,
seem to be less than fully human:

notion of
symmetry
who each
the artist
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becomes a machine, just as the actress becomes
a mask or a shell. Another word we could use
to describe the presence of both the artist and
the actress might be ghostly, and in fact, Warhol
started making his series of “Marilyn” paintings
only after the star had died of an apparent
suicide, and eventually collected them with
other disturbing paintings under the title “Death
in America.” Her death haunts this painting: on
the left, her purple, garishly made-up face
resembles an embalmed corpse, while the lighter
tones of some of the faces on the right make it
seem like she is disappearing before our eyes.
Warhol once noted that through repeated
exposure to an image, we become de-sensitized

to it. In that case, by repeating Monroe’s masklike face, he not only drains away her life but
also ours as well, by deadening our emotional
response to her death. Then again, by making
her face so strange and unfamiliar, he might also
be trying to re-sensitize us to her image, so that
we remember she isn’t just a symbol, but a
person whom we might pity. From the
perspective of psychoanalytic theory, he may
even be forcing us to relive, and therefore work
through, the traumatic shock of her death. The
painting is more than a mere celebration of
Monroe’s iconic status. It is an invitation to
consider the consequences of the increasing role
of mass media images in our everyday lives.

147. Mies van der Rohe and Johnson, Seagram
Building
A CONVERSATION
Dr. Steven Zucker and Dr. Matthew A. Postal

Rohe, with Philip Johnson, completed 1958.(photo: Steven
Zucker, CC BY-NC-SA 2.0) <https://flic.kr/p/5NPj7b>

This is a transcript of a conversation conducted
outside the Seagram Building in New York City,
New York.

Steven: I’m with Matthew Postal, who is an
architectural historian. We’re on Park Avenue at
53rd Street and we’re standing in front of one of
the most important buildings in the history of
architecture in the United States. Ludwig Mies
van der Rohe’s, the Seagram Building.
Matthew: It’s built between ’56 and ’58.
Steven: Can you give me a quick overview of
why this is so important?
Matthew: It’s important on a lot of levels. Mies
has been designing buildings of this kind since
the 1920s, but he never had a chance to build an
office building. It’s the first opportunity to see
his ideas.
Steven: There was a lot that intervened. Mies was
developing his ideas first on paper in the late
teens, then in the ’20s as you said. Then, you
have the revolution in Germany, you have the
war, the end of the depression.
Matthew: He moves to the United States, he
designs the campus of the Armour Institute.

Seagram Building. 375 Park Avenue, Ludwig Mies van der
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Steven: Then, he has this commission, Seagram
Building. Seagram was a Canadian company, it’s
a liquor company. Perhaps, the worlds largest
liquor company at that time. I think they did
really well because of prohibition if I remember
correctly.
Matthew: Because they’re based in Canada.
Steven: Because they’re based in Canada and all
of that liquor could be smuggled down to
Chicago, across the Great Lakes. Then, one of
them had their headquarters in New York. How
did this come to be?
Matthew: The background of the Seagram
building is, that they decided to build a
headquarters in the mid ’50s. They looked across
the street. They were impressed by all the
notoriety that Lever House had garnered.
Steven: Which was that first real modern icon to
show off on Park Avenue.
Matthew: First curtain wall building in
Manhattan. Charles Luckman, who had been one
of the chief executive officers at Lever, had been
trained as an architect and had left Lever to open
his own firm. He hires Luckman and Luckman
gets way past the preliminary drawings. There’s
a large model. The model is sitting in his office
when his daughter comes to visit, Phyllis
Lambert. She was studying at Harvard, in the
graduate school of architecture and design. She
said, “Dad, that’s the most awful thing I’ve ever
seen.”
Steven: I hope Luckman’s not listening. What
does she do?
Matthew: She says, “Dad, we’re going to go over
to the Museum of Modern Art” “and you’re
going to speak to Arthur Drexler,” “the chief
curator of architecture.”
Steven: MoMA is only a few blocks down the

street, on 53rd as well, so this was not a long
stroll. What did Drexler tell Bronfman?
Matthew: Drexler said there were three choices.
There was Le Corbusier.
Steven: The French architect.
Matthew: Too difficult to work with, he said.
There was Frank Llyod Wright.
Steven: The obvious choice, the American.
Matthew: But, too old. He was almost 90 years
old. He suggested that they go with Ludwig Mies
van der Rohe.
Steven: That’s what they did. What has Mies
done here? Matthew: He’s built a relatively
simple form, a bronze-clad slab of a tower.
Steven: Hold on a second. It’s bronze?
Matthew: It is bronze.
Steven: Sculptures are made out of bronze.
Matthew: That’s why I always say that this is not
only one of the modern icons of architecture in
New York, but it’s also one of the most classical
buildings in the city.
Steven: That’s interesting. You’re thinking
classicism in terms of the ancient Greeks
creating sculptures. This is a building that
actually has a patina like a sculpture would. It’s
not just a uniform dark brown-black. It’s
actually got some subtlety to the color in really
an enormously sophisticated way.
Matthew: It’s a little darker than it originally
was, but imagine that each year, at least once
a year, they rub it with oil, so that it does not
oxidize.
Steven: Oh, that’s great. So that it doesn’t turn
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green or red or what have you. Any of the
chemical reactions that the bronze might have.
Matthew: Mies really loved Greek architecture
over all other things, so he designed a building
that is very symmetrical, it’s a very disciplined
aesthetic. If you look at the various pillars that
run across the front, they look vaguely like
fluted columns.
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Matthew: Mies would say, “No.”
Steven: Why is that legitimate?
Matthew: Because I think that the modern
movement in architecture was always looking
for some discipline. It was always looking to
balance old and new. This was one of the
solutions that he found.
Steven: Let’s take a look at the building. It’s very
clean. When you look up at it from below, it just
soars. The term that comes to mind is vertical
velocity.
Matthew: Like an ascent.
Steven: We just rocket upward, visually. How is
he pulling that off?

Seagram Building. 375 Park Avenue, Ludwig Mies van der
Rohe, with Philip Johnson, completed 1958.(photo: Steven
Zucker, CC BY-NC-SA 2.0) <https://flic.kr/p/5NPioL>

Steven: That’s really interesting because they do
have these vertical striations, so it a kind of
fluting. In fact, the whole building is up on this
platform. It’s almost like a Greek stylobate as
if we were looking at the Parthenon. There’s a
sense of proportion here that feels very classical
and it’s incredible to be able to say that despite
the height of the building because this is a big
building. The Greeks were working on a much
smaller scale. The Romans were working on a
slightly larger scale, but nothing like this.
Matthew: That’s the challenge. How do you
distill the lessons of the ancients in a building
that’s made of metal and glass?
Steven: Is that even an absurd project, to try
to take an industrial culture and an industrial
material and wed it somehow to buildings that
are 2,500 years old?

Matthew: Look carefully at the vertical mullions
that are between the window bays. They
basically rise without interruption from the base
of the tower to the top.
Steven: I’m looking at those now and they’re not
simple mullions, they look like I-beams. They
have girders. What’s going on?
Matthew: They serve no purpose other than
decoration.
Steven: Decoratively, they make the surface so
that it’s not flat, they give it some texture. They
give it a little depth. It gives it a bit of a play of
light as well, and shadow.
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generally think of Mies van der Rohe or we think
of the modern movement as really wanting to
strip away the unnecessary and the decorative.
Yet, he’s allowing for it.

Seagram Building. 375 Park Avenue, Ludwig Mies van der
Rohe, with Philip Johnson, completed 1958 (photo: Steven
Zucker, CC BY-NC-SA 2.0) <https://flic.kr/p/5NK23v>

Matthew: I think that when the building was
constructed, they talked about industrial
material and honesty and those kinds of issues,
but as time has passed, they recognized that it
wasn’t beyond Mies to experiment with a little
bit of decoration.
Steven: It’s decorative, but it’s a kind of
decorative symbolism, isn’t it, because the Ibeam is the thing that’s actually holding the
building up? These are de-purposed, if that
makes sense. They’re reflecting what’s inside the
building, the actual interior structure.

Matthew: I think it’s a stereotype about
modernism, to think that it’s without any
decoration. Because there is actually gorgeous
use of not only the bronze exterior, but the
mosaics, marble, granite and you’ve got these
beautiful reflecting pools in front of the
building. Based on this kind of square-foot
budget, this is one of the most expensive
buildings of its time. It’s not using the entire lot,
but no, because of the materials. Bronze cost a
great deal more than aluminum.
Steven: It’s a fortune. It’s mostly copper.
Matthew: Look at the travertine that the elevator
banks are wrapped in.
Steven: You know what I find really interesting?
When you look at those elevator banks, – and
what, there are four of them – they actually
move past the glass membrane that encloses the
lobby. The glass is like a soap bubble and they’ve
pushed through it.
Matthew: I think they give the building real
solidity.

Matthew: Yeah, on a smaller scale.

Steven: That’s what visually holds it up.

Steven: I assume that the inside, they’re actually
steel, they’re not bronze.

Matthew: Yeah, and also it makes reference back
to the ancient Romans. Because that’s Roman
travertine.

Matthew: Right, and you would never want to
see them. They would be kind of unattractive.
Steven: Mies has got these I-beams and they
really do raise us upward. They do function then,
in a decorative sense. Of course, we were talking
about the classical a moment ago and the
Parthenon for instance, was heavily decorated,
so there’s no prohibition there, but it does seem
to be a little bit anathema to the way that we

Steven: Oh, it’s travertine. Of course. Right.
Matthew: Though again, Mies is constantly
referencing antiquity.
Steven: You had mentioned, just a moment ago,
this forecourt. The building is really not using
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much of it’s footprint. The building is really
deeply set back on Park Avenue.
Matthew: Yeah, about as far back as it could.
Although, it has a couple of smaller editions in
the back. When Mies was asked why did he set
the building back so far, he said that he wanted
to pay respect to the Racquet and Tennis Club
directly across the street, that he did not want to
overwhelm that great Italian Palazzo by McKim,
Mead and White.
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a public space, a place where people gather. In
fact, as we’re here, there are people who walk
and stop and talk, there were people sitting by
the reflecting pools. It becomes a kind of social
space. Is that something that Mies was interested
in?
Matthew: You know, I think if you look at it
critically, he kept the seating at the edge to a
minimum. There never appears to have been any
attempt to encourage people to stay here.

Steven: It’s actually one of the great buildings in
New York. This is quite an intersection. You have
Lever House, Tennis and Racquet and you’ve got
Seagram. That’s a hell of a triumvirate. Matthew:
I think he wanted to create a corridor for his
building to be viewed. I think by coming up
those steps at the end of the Palazzo and looking
up at the building, it provides an architectural
experience that people don’t often have in New
York.

Steven: That’s an interesting issue. One of the
faults that is found with modernism is its
antiseptic quality, is it’s coldness, it’s lack of
humanity in human scale. Do you think that
Mies has created something that allows us to
occupy it comfortably, or is this something that
is alienating in some way?

Steven: There’s something else here, maybe it’s
a classical element as well, it feels like this is

Watch
the
ZyyuflY5k2k>.

Matthew: I think it depends on where you come
from.
video

<https://youtu.be/

148. Kusama, Narcissus garden
Danielle Shang

Narcissism

Today there are few female artists who are more
visible to a wide range of international audiences
than Yayoi Kusama, who was born in 1929
in Japan. Kusama is a self-taught artist who
now chooses to live in a private Tokyo mental
health facility, while prolifically producing art in
various media in her studio nearby. Her highly
constructed persona and self-proclaimed lifelong history of insanity have been the subject of
scrutiny and critiques for decades. Art historian
Jody Cutler places Kusama’s oeuvre “in dialogue
with the psychological state known as
narcissism,” as “narcissism is both the subject
and the cause of Kusama’s art, or in other words,
a conscious artistic element related to
content.”[1] It is within this context that we
examine Kusama and her infamous Narcissus
Garden (narcissism is, in part, the egotistic
admiration of one’s self).

Installation
view, Infinity
Mirror
Room–Phalli’s
Field (or Floor Show), (no longer extant) Castellane
Gallery, New York. 1965 (photo ©Eiko Hosoe)

In 1965, she mounted her first mirror
installation Infinity Mirror Room-Phalli’s Field at
Castellane Gallery in New York. A mirrored
room without a ceiling was filled with colorfully
dotted, phallus-like stuffed objects on the floor.
The repeated reflections in the mirrors conveyed
the illusion of a continuous sea of multiplied
phalli expanding to its infinity. This playful and
erotic exhibition immediately attracted the
media’s attention.

Mirrors

Kusama arrived in New York City from Japan
in 1958 and immediately approached dealers and
artists alike to promote her work. Within the
first few years she began to exhibit and associate
herself with seminal artists and critics, such as
Donald Judd, Joseph Cornell, Yves Klein, and
Lucio Fontana who later was instrumental in her
realizing Narcissus Garden.

Narcissus Garden, 1966

The
pinnacle
of
her succès
de
scandale culminated in the 33rd Venice Biennale
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in 1966. Although Kusama was not officially
invited to exhibit, according to her
autobiography, she received the moral and
financial support from Lucio Fontana and
permission from the chairman of the Biennale
Committee to stage 1,500 mass-produced plastic
silver globes on the lawn outside the Italian
Pavilion. The tightly arranged 1,500 shimmering
balls
<http://interactive.qag.qld.gov.au/
looknowseeforever/images/timeline-images/
1966-Narcissus-Garden-1-full.jpg> constructed
an infinite reflective field in which the images
of the artist, the visitors, the architecture, and
the landscape were repeated, distorted, and
projected by the convex mirror surfaces that
produced virtual images appearing closer and
smaller than reality. The size of each sphere was
similar to that of a fortune-teller’s crystal ball.
When gazing into it, the viewer only saw his/
her own reflection staring back, forcing a
confrontation with one’s own vanity and ego.
During the opening week, Kusama placed two
signs at the installation: “NARCISSUS GARDEN,
KUSAMA” and “YOUR NARCISSIUM [sic] FOR
SALE” on the lawn. Acting like a street peddler,
she was selling the mirror balls to passers-by for
two dollars each, while distributing flyers with
Herbert Read’s complimentary remarks about
her work on them. She consciously drew
attention to the “otherness” of her exotic
heritage by wearing a gold kimono with a silver
sash. The monetary exchange between Kusama
and her customers underscored the economic
system embedded in art production, exhibition
and circulation. The Biennale officials eventually
stepped in and put an end to her “peddling.”
But the installation remained.[2] Her interactive
performance and eye-catching installation
garnered international press coverage. This
original installation of Narcissus Garden from
1966 has been frequently interpreted by many as
both Kusama’s self-promotion and her protest of
the commercialization of art. [3]

Yayoi Kusama, mirror balls, Narcissus Garden, Inhotim
(Brazil) installation, original installation and
performance 1966 (photo: emc, <https://flic.kr/p/bxzoPc>
CC BY-NC-ND 2.0)
The life of Narcissus Garden after 1966

Since then, Kusama’s oeuvre has become
integrated into the canon of art history, and
popular with art institutions around the world.
In 1993, Kusama was officially invited to
represent Japan at the 45th Venice Biennale.
Her Narcissus Garden continues to live on. It has
been commissioned and re-installed at various
settings, including the Brazilian business tycoon
Bernardo de Mello Paz’s Instituto Inhotim,
Central Park in New York City, as well as retail
booths at art fairs.
The re-creation of Narcissus Garden has erased
the notion of political cynicism and social
critique; instead, those shiny balls, now made of
stainless steel and carrying hefty price tags, have
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become a trophy of prestige and self-importance.
Originally intended as the media for an
interactive performance between the artist and
the viewer, the objects are now regarded as
valuable commodities for display.
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effect of gazing at one’s multiple selves, many
installations now take place on the water where
the original Narcissus from the Greek
mythology fell in love with his own reflection
and eventually drowned.
[1] Jody Cutler. 2011. “Narcissus, Narcosis,
Neurosis: The Visions of Yayoi Kusama,”
in Contemporary Art and Classical Myth, edited
by Isabelle Loring Wallace, Jennie Hirsh,
(London: Ashgate Publishing ltd), p. 89.

Yayoi Kusama, mirror balls, Narcissus Garden, Inhotim
(Brazil) installation, original installation and
performance 1966 (photo: emc, <https://flic.kr/p/bjEw31>
CC BY-NC-ND 2.0)

The profound narcissistic undertone, however,
has been ironically amplified not only by the
artist’s pervasive ostentation but also by the
viewership in the age of the Internet. Seduced
by his/her own reflective images on the convex
surfaces, viewers snap photographs with a
smartphone and instantly upload them to social
media for the rest of the world to see. The urge
to capture and disseminate the moment one’s
own image coalesces onto a privileged object in
a privileged institution seems to motivate the
obsession with the self. To further accentuate the

[2] There are a few discrepancies in the anecdote
of this event between Kusama’s autobiography
and art historians and critics. For example, 1)
Kusama claims that the installation was not
exactly a guerrilla act, because she received
permission from the Biennale official, though
she did not have an official invitation as a
Biennale participant; 2) according to Kusama,
the installation itself was NOT removed after she
was asked to stop selling the balls; and 3) in her
autobiography, the balls were made of plastic in
1966 not stainless steel.
[3] It is worth noting that the following Venice
Biennale, in 1968, was marked by social and
economic turmoil around the globe, and was
struck by the student movement in Italy and
a boycott by international artists. The Biennale
was labeled as a fascist, capitalist, and
commercial. In contrast to Kusama’s action,
many artists who were officially invited to
participate decided to close exhibition halls,
withdraw their works, and join street
demonstrations resulting in the closure of the
Biennale sales office and the end of Biennale
prizes until 1986.

149. Frankenthaler, The Bay
Farisa Khalid

another during this early stage giving the image
its blurred and smooth finish.
Is its subject what the title suggests—a landform
of some kind with certain emblematic
associations? Is the swelling amorphous blue
mass floating amid that moss green and cream
border meant to stand for something beyond
itself? With many Abstract Expressionist
paintings of the 1950s and 60s, it’s important not
to get too caught up with possible social and
historical contexts and biography, but to focus
on what’s before us—the physical elements of
the work itself because those elements can tell us
so much about the painting.
Helen Frankenthaler, The Bay, 1963, acrylic on canvas, 6′
8-7/8″ x 6′ 9-7/8″ (Detroit Institute of Arts)

When Helen Frankenthaler painted The Bay, she
was already a well-regarded artist. She’d been
the subject of a LIFE Magazine profile in 1956
and was one of the handfuls of women among
the traditional all-boys’ club of the New York
Abstract Expressionists. The Bay was chosen as
one of the paintings for the American pavilion
of the 1966 Venice Biennale. Looking closely you
can see that the shades of blues that run into one
another are part of a specific process of pouring
paint on to the canvas rather than painting the
colors onto the surface with a brush, as the
leading Abstract Expressionist painters, like
Jackson Pollock, Willem de Kooning, and Franz
Kline, were so famous for doing.

Violet to Indigo

At first glance, it’s hard to know what to make
of Helen Frankenthaler’s heaving, atmospheric
painting, The Bay.
We see an imposing fluid blue promontory
suspended in front of us. Its colors ranging from
violet to indigo run into one another with a clear
zone of navy near the top of the canvas that
draw our eyes up to it. The blurring of the colors
gives an immediate sense of the artist’s process:
paint poured onto the canvas when it was wet.
We can almost watch as the blues meld into one
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Soak-stain

Frankenthaler’s approach here was to use a
soak-stain method with diluted acrylic paint.
Acrylics gave her more flexibility with viscosity
and movement than oils and allowed her more
control as she poured that thinned paint onto
the taut unprimed canvas so that it would get
absorbed into the weave of the fabric. As a
substitute for the action of the brush,
Frankenthaler would lift the canvas and tilt it
at various angles so that the paint would flow
across the surface. She had to account for gravity
and the ebb and flow of a liquid across a flat
surface, so a fascinating aspect of
Frankenthaler’s method is the blend of the
artist’s control paired with the unpredictability
of the forces of nature.
This kind of painting is often classified as Color
Field painting, painting characterized by
simplicity of line and a focus on color as the
subject rather than as an add-on. The first
generation of Abstract Expressionists, Mark
Rothko, and Barnett Newman were the first
important Color Field painters, while Helen
Frankenthaler is often classified as a secondgeneration member of the group.
Frankenthaler was inspired by the drip method
of Jackson Pollock who began painting on the
floor in the late 1940s, but she knew she wanted
to work differently. Pollock and other artists
such as de Kooning and Franz Kline had made
the painted gesture too famous and recognizable
by the early 1950s. In 1952, at the age of 23,
Frankenthaler’s experiments lead her to produce
her first major painting, Mountains and Sea, an
expansive luminous depiction of the landscape
of Nova Scotia, where she’d recently taken a
holiday.

Helen Frankenthaler, Mountains and Sea, 1952, charcoal
and oil on canvas, 220 x 297.8 cm (National Gallery of Art,
Washingon D.C.)
Devotion to color

Mountains and Sea, in turn, inspired other
painters to use this soak-stain method to great
success, painters like Kenneth Noland, Morris
Louis and Paul Feeley, whose canvases of
floating thinned color heralded in a new era of
abstract painting. The sense of natural
spontaneity and devotion to color is part of what
makes The Bay and the work of the Color Field
painters so compelling. The basic formal
elements of a painting speak for themselves as
the viewer experiences the work in a
fundamental, direct manner.
The influential mid-twentieth-century art critic,
Clement Greenberg, a close friend of
Frankenthaler (and Pollock), believed that if art
made after the trauma of the second world war
was going to have any real impact on the social
consciousness of Americans it would have to
radically change and move towards the abstract.
For Greenberg, abstraction could reach a more
universal and expansive mode of visual
communication.
In a 1965 interview for Artforum Magazine with
the art critic Henry Geldzahler, Helen
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Frankenthaler described
conceptualizing her work:

her

process

of

When you first saw a Cubist or
Impressionist picture there was a whole
way of instructing the eye or the
subconscious. Dabs of color had to
stand for real things. It was an
abstraction of a guitar or a hillside. The
opposite is going on now. If you have
bands of blue, green and pink, the mind
doesn’t think sky, grass and flesh. These
are colors and the question is what are
they doing with themselves and with
each other. Sentiment and nuance are
being squeezed out.
That last sentence, “sentiment and nuance are
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being squeezed out,” is crucial. The colors on
the canvas don’t have to represent something
in particular but can have a more ambiguous,
emblematic quality for the viewer. The basic act
of responding to color, the way one would
respond to a sunset, or to light from a stainedglass window, simplicity and pure emotion
through clarity of color and form.
The same year she painted The Bay,
Frankenthaler painted a series of similar soakstain paintings with titles referring to water and
geography: Canal, Low Tide, Blue Tide, inspired
by the landscape of her country home in
Provincetown, Massachusetts. As Frankenthaler
said, it’s important for us not to be too
encumbered by context and speculation

150. Oldenburg, Lipstick (Ascending) on
Caterpillar Tracks
Mya Dosch

Oldenburg stands next to his sculpture (left); students rally while one woman posts a sign which pictures the female
symbol with a fist in the center and reads: Liberté / Egalité / Sororité (right) (source: Women at Yale
<http://visitorcenter.yale.edu/book/women-yale>)

A monumental tube of lipstick sprouting from
a military vehicle appeared, uninvited, on the
campus of Yale University amidst the 1969
student protests against the Vietnam War. While
the sculpture may have seemed like a playful,
if an elaborate
artistic
joke, Claes
Oldenburg’s Lipstick (Ascending) on Caterpillar
Tracks was also deeply critical. Oldenburg made
the 24-foot-high sculpture in collaboration with
architecture students at his alma mater and then
surreptitiously delivered it to Yale’s Beinecke
Plaza. In Beinecke Plaza, the sculpture
overlooked both the office of Yale’s president

and a prominent World War I memorial. Lipstick
(Ascending) on Caterpillar Tracks claimed a
visible space for the anti-war movement while
also poking fun at the solemnity of the plaza.
The sculpture served as a stage and backdrop for
several subsequent student protests.
Oldenburg and the architecture students never
intended for the original Lipstick (Ascending) on
Caterpillar Tracks sculpture to be permanent.
They made the base of plywood, and the red
vinyl tip of the lipstick could be comically
inflated and deflated—although the balloon
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mechanism didn’t always work. The original
remained in Beinecke Plaza for ten months
before Oldenburg removed it in order to remake
the form in metal. The resulting sculpture was
placed in a less-prominent spot on Yale’s
campus, where it remains to this day.
Gender, consumerism, and war

Oldenburg had experimented with lipstick forms
earlier in the 1960s, pasting catalog images of
lipstick onto postcards of London’s Picadilly
Circus. The resulting collages showed lipstick
tubes looming like massive pillars over
Picadilly’s plaza. In the Yale sculpture, the artist
combined the highly “feminine” product with
the “masculine” machinery of war. In doing so,
he playfully critiqued both the hawkish, hypermasculine rhetoric of the military and the
blatant consumerism of the United States.
In addition to its feminine associations, the large
lipstick tube is phallic and bullet-like, making
the benign beauty product seem masculine or
even violent. The juxtaposition implied that the
U.S. obsession with beauty and consumption
both fueled and distracted from the ongoing
violence in Vietnam.

Claes Oldenburg, Lipstick (Ascending) on Caterpillar
Tracks, 1969-74, cor-ten steel, aluminum, cast resin,
polyurethane enamel, 740 × 760 × 330 cm, Yale
University (photo: vige, CC BY 2.0) <https://flic.kr/p/
6kvUyi>
Going public

Oldenburg had been designing large-scale, vinyl
versions of household objects since his Green
Gallery exhibition in 1962. He had created
collages and drawings that played with the
notion of massive domestic objects in public
places, but Lipstick was his first large-scale
public artwork. Oldenburg went on to make
several
other public
sculptures
that
enlarged everyday
domestic
items
to monumental dimensions. For example, he
rendered a clothespin on the scale of an ancient
Egyptian obelisk in a 1976 sculpture for
Philadelphia, Pennsylvania (below).
By bringing both domestic and military objects
into a public space, Lipstick (Ascending) on
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Caterpillar Tracks blurred the lines between
public and private, and between the war in
Vietnam and culture of the United States. In
doing so, it upheld Oldenburg’s 1961 declaration
that “I am for an art that is political-eroticalmystical, that does something other than sit on
its ass in a museum […] I am for an art that
imitates the human, that is comic, if necessary,
or violent, or whatever is necessary […].”1
1. Claes Oldenburg, “I Am For an Art…”
in Environments, Situations, Spaces (New York:
Martha Jackson Gallery, 1961); reprinted in an
expanded version in Oldenburg and Emmett
Williams, eds., Store Days: Documents from The
Store (1961) and Ray Gun Theater (1962) (New
York: Something Else Press, 1967), 39-42.

Claes Oldenburg, Clothespin, 1976, cor-ten steel, 14 x 3.73
x 1.37 m, Philadelphia (photo: Ellen Fitzsimons, CC BYNC-SA) <https://flic.kr/p/dnUKDP>

151. Robert Smithson, Spiral Jetty
Rebecca Taylor

A monument to paradox and transience

seminal photograph of Robert Smithson’s iconic
earthwork on repeat in my head as I shower and
“pack” for the daylong adventure that will take
me to a remote area of Utah. I meet the rest of
my party at the gate at LAX and it’s immediately
clear from the conversation that we’ve all
arrived at this moment with decades of
expectation accumulated. How would the
experience compare to the visions (particular to
each person) we had all conjured up over the
years? Would the jetty “deliver” the
transformative experience we all sought? Or
would it fall victim to a case of excessively high
and unattainable expectations? Time would tell.

A loud abrasive buzzing bellows from the
nightstand and I raise my head, only to be
blinded by the red light emanating from the
small—in size, not volume—machine against a
backdrop of pure blackness. 4:00 A.M. Oy. I’m
immediately beset by the eternal morning
conflict: ten more minutes of sleep vs. the rush
of adrenaline that wants to start the adventures
that await. The latter quickly usurps the former
as I realize today is September 25th, a day I’ve
waited for my entire life (metaphorically
speaking) and actually been counting down to
since the spring. It’s Spiral Jetty day.

But, it would indeed take time. An hour at the
airport, followed by an hour plus on the plane,
then a two plus hour bus ride over the bumpiest
“trail” – it certainly wasn’t a road! — imaginable,
and ultimately a fifteen minute hike. Nearly
eight hours after my day had begun, it came into
view. At last, Spiral Jetty.
But…it was so…so…so small. That couldn’t
possibly be it! Naturally, the distance made the
work appear smaller and it “grew” as we
approached, but even as we stood perched on the
rocks right above it, it seemed utterly dominated
by the landscape. Yet another surprise, the water
from the Great Salt Lake no longer permeated
the rocks but was a significant distance beyond.
Between the Jetty and the lake, there was a
blanket of white – a picture-perfect postcard

Robert Smithson, Spiral Jetty, 1970 (Great Salt Lake,
Utah) (photo: Gianfranco Gorgoni) ©Holt-Smithson
Foundation

I bound out of bed, Gianfranco Gorgoni’s
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image of a quiet winter’s morn, and yet, the
“snow” wasn’t melted by the sun blazing down
from above. Upon closer inspection, the “snow”
was actually crystallized salt that brilliantly
reflected the sun’s rays and the nearby water.
We walked about the Jetty with the sun hot upon
our skin, the smell of the salty air filling our nose
and lungs, and the feel of salt crystals on our
fingers (having knelt to examine the minerals
that carpeted the environ). An all-consuming,
olfactory experience. We then decided to make
our way across the white blanket to the water’s
edge, fighting off fears that the salt, which had
the distinct characteristics of ice—would “break”
and we would plunge into the Great Salt Lake
below (which was a physical impossibility since
the water wasn’t below). From a distance, the
water had appeared a brilliant blue, but as we
neared, gradations of color began to appear –
shades of blue, purple, pink, and red – a
traveler’s mirage, of sorts, and undeniably
picturesque.
We found our way up to a piece of land
overlooking the jetty and sat down on the rocks
to enjoy our sandwiches and “debate”
Smithson’s intentions and ethical issues in
conserving the work with several scholars. One
of them compared Smithson’s Spiral Jetty to
Monet’s Rouen Cathedral series which conveyed
the same location at various times of day so
that he could capture the specific lighting and
other nuances of a particular moment. He said,
“Smithson’s doing that here but he’s not doing it
on canvas, he’s doing it out there in the elements
themselves…it has that same type of specificity
too it, and yet specificity that is subject to all
kinds of permutations.” The question was raised
about Smithson’s vision for the work, his view
on its ephemerality, and whether he ever
envisioned groups such as ours making the
journey out to this incredibly remote location to
experience his work.

We were reminded that the physical jetty is only
part of the work, which is actually a triad of
the “sculpture” in the landscape, an essay by
Smithson, and a film documenting the project.
But, as time has marched on, the work has
become embodied in the minds of the general
public in a single photograph, the
aforementioned image taken by Gorgoni who
hovered about the work in a helicopter and
captured the piece from the perfect angle so that
it looked colossal, while the hills looked
minuscule.
This is due, in large part, to the fact that the
jetty became submerged only a few years after it
was made, and remained that way for decades.
Only in the past ten years has it resurfaced and
been “available” for visitation. Though Smithson
may not have ever intended or even considered
that people would take the time (and trouble)
to visit, which begs the question that Loe posed
to us, “Who is this work for?” Coolidge said
the work was for Gorgoni, that Smithson had
literally made it for the photograph. They all
agreed that the sculpture itself is the “gesture,”
but the documentation is every bit as much a
part of it.
Up until that moment, the essay, the film, and
the Gorgoni photograph were the entirety of my
experience with Smithson’s Spiral Jetty, which
is probably true for all but a small population
who’ve sought out the physical experience of the
“gesture.” An object whose identity is so deeply
intertwined with its documentation is fraught
with complexities and paradox, but given
interest in ephemerality and entropy, I’d imagine
he’d be quite satisfied with the transient nature
of his jetty—how it disappears and reappears at
nature’s will. Such is the foundation for arguing
against any conservation of the earthwork and
allowing it to emerge and submerge with the
tides. And yet, the thought of the work
vanishing for another thirty years beneath the
lake devastates me. With this debate reeling in
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my head, I made my way back down to the jetty.
If I couldn’t be certain the work would be here
waiting for my return in the distant future, I’d
better take another promenade on the rocks.
This time I separated from my friends, put down
my camera and walked the spiral in absolute
silence. Though physically alone, I felt the
overwhelming presence of several invisible
companions: Mother Nature herself, the spirit
of Robert Smithson that somehow pervades the
rocks, and God. I thought about each of them in
a way that the loud noise of my crowded, urban
existence prohibits. I found the transcendental
calm within that often only comes to me upon
reading an Emerson poem, hearing a choir sing
“Amazing Grace,” or staring into the floating
color-field abyss of a Mark Rothko painting.
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I began the walk back to the bus with my
colleagues. We found ourselves humbled by the
beauty of nature and the power of art, and hailed
Smithson for giving us a reason to find our way
to this breathtaking place.
On the bumpy ride back towards town, I realized
that I had made a pilgrimage in search of a
monument, an icon of culture and history, but
found pleasure in the aesthetic of transience
instead. Spiral Jetty looked nothing like I’d
imagined – a.k.a. the Gorgoni photograph – and
I’m grateful. Grateful because I saw the work
on September 25, 2010 and no one will ever
replicate the experience of seeing it on that day,
for it reinvents itself with every change of light,
tide, and weather.

Robert Smithson, Spiral Jetty, 1970 (Great Salt Lake, Utah) (photo: Steven Zucker, CC BY-NC-SA 2.0) <https://flic.kr/p/
Kbmp4C>

151. Robert Smithson, Spiral Jetty
A CONVERSATION
Dr. Beth Harris and Dr. Steven Zucker

This is a transcript of a conversation conducted
while visiting the Spiral Jetty in Rozel Point on the
Great Salt Lake in Utah.

Steven: This is a terminal basin, a huge lake that
had been largely freshwater, but there is no
outlet, so the water, once it flows here from
rivers and streams, collects and then simply
evaporates, which means that the water is dense
with minerals.
Beth: Especially with salt, very much like the
Dead Sea in the Middle East. This is one of a
handful of these terminal basins that exist in the
world.
Steven: Almost nothing can live here. There are
a few fish that live at the outlet of some of the
freshwater rivers, and–
Beth: There are brine shrimp, and algae, in fact,
there’s a particular kind of algae that makes the
water turn pinkish-red, and that was true when
Smithson created Spiral Jetty. But today as we
look out at the lake, it’s blue.

Robert Smithson, Spiral Jetty, 1970, Rozel Point, Great Salt
Lake, Utah, 1500 (if unwound) x 15 foot spiral of basalt,
sand, and soil, ©Holt-Smithson Foundation (photo: Steven
Zucker, <https://flic.kr/p/KbmwEu> CC BY-NC-SA 2.0)

Steven: In 1970, Robert Smithson hired several
people to help him create Spiral Jetty. We’re
standing right in the middle, at the edge of the
Great Salt Lake in Utah.

Steven: With help from the Dawn Gallery, which
represented him, Smithson was able to bring a
front-loader and dump trucks, a tractor, to help
move these basalt stones and sand and some soil
into place.

Beth: But we’re not seeing this the way that it
existed when Smithson first created it, where it
was an intersection between the land and the
very odd water of the Great Salt Lake.

Beth: By creating a spiral, Smithson created lots
of opportunities where the land and the water
could meet one another.
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Steven: But right now, because the American
West is in the midst of a drought, the water
has receded and is at a great distance from this
earthwork.
Beth: So, instead of the water filling the spaces
in between the spiral, we have sand. So this was
very much meant to be a work of art that
changed based on natural principles.
Steven: Smithson was interested in the idea of
entropy, the idea of the way things break down.
His intervention in this natural landscape is an
expression of the way in which artists thought
about the landscape for many years.
Beth: We could go back to artists like Caspar
David Friedrich, who thought about the
overwhelming size and power of nature and the
smallness of man, and that’s certainly one of
the themes here, for me, as we stand here. But
we could also think about the importance of the
vastness of the American landscape in
nineteenth-century American painting or even
its importance to the Abstract Expressionists in
the 1950s.
Steven: We can go even further back and look
at the artwork of indigenous peoples in the
Americas, long before the Europeans arrived, the
geoglyphs, better known as the Nazca Lines, in
Peru, in South America, or the earthworks that
come out of the Fort Ancient culture in North
America. In fact, the very shape of Spiral Jetty
is a form that has shown up in petroglyphs
throughout the American West.

Robert Smithson, Spiral Jetty, 1970, Rozel Point, Great Salt
Lake, Utah, 1500 (if unwound) x 15 foot spiral of basalt,
sand, and soil, ©Holt-Smithson Foundation (photo: Steven
Zucker, <https://flic.kr/p/K58NbY> CC BY-NC-SA 2.0)

Beth: And it’s a form that appears in nature,
quite frequently.
Steven: One of the anecdotes that Smithson was
apparently aware of was the centuries-old idea
that the Great Salt Lake contained a whirlpool
that somehow connected it to the Pacific Ocean.
So the idea of a spiral or whirlpool is active even
in these stories that predate Smithson. But this
is also a sculpture that is rooted in the twentieth
century, in an industrial culture. 1970 was the
year of the first Earth Day, and that signaled an
important early moment in the environmental
movement. The idea of the ruination that man
was visiting on nature is clearly informing work
like this.
Beth: Earth Day being this time when we reflect
on environmental issues, but the relationship
between the growing industrial nature of the
United States and the amazingly beautiful, vast,
virgin landscape that was here when Europeans
arrived, is a theme throughout nineteenthcentury American painting. As we stand here,
we see mountains, we see the basalt that’s
formed from a volcano. So we have a very
powerful sense of the passage of time that I think
was very interesting to Smithson. By putting art
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outside in the world it becomes part of the
process of nature. It can’t be conserved.
Steven: In 1970, this was still a radical idea, the
idea of taking art off the wall, bringing it outside
of the confines of a home or a museum.
Beth: Thereby outside of the commercial, of a
work that could be bought and sold.
Steven: Smithson was interested in creating a
porous relationship between that more
controlled gallery experience and the experience
of art in the world. So can a work like this also
exist in Manhattan? Can it also exist in a gallery?
Beth: Well, we did drive two hours from Salt
Lake City. So one does have to make an
intentional pilgrimage to see this. We’re really
in the middle of a vast, empty space in the
American West.
Steven: Yet this artwork was not conceived of as
existing only here.
Beth: There’s a video, there are aerial
photographs. So, like many works of art in the
1960s and ’70s that were ephemeral, they exist
through their documentation. Although this still
exists here also.
Steven: I have to say, I wouldn’t feel as if
experienced this work of art fully had I not come
out here.

Robert Smithson, Spiral Jetty, 1970, Rozel Point, Great Salt
Lake, Utah, 1500 (if unwound) x 15 foot spiral of basalt,
sand, and soil, ©Holt-Smithson Foundation (photo: Steven
Zucker, <https://flic.kr/p/JNjUkd> CC BY-NC-SA 2.0)

Beth: Standing here looking at Spiral Jetty and
being really aware of how different it is than
when Smithson created it in 1970 really makes
me think about museums as places where we
entrust works of art. We lock them away from
time, we conserve them and create special
conditions to stop time from hurting them. But
here Smithson creates something that time is
supposed to change.
Steven: Museums in a sense try to do the
impossible, which raises a really interesting
question: what do we do with the significant
work of art that was intended to change over
time? This work of art and the land that it sits
on came under the control of the Dia Art
Foundation. What does an institution like Dia do
with something like this? Does it try to protect
it? Does it allow natural and industrial forces
to play with the landscape around it? And so
what Dia did is, in concert with the Getty
Conservation Institute, is to make the decision to
regularly document this object.
Beth: You mentioned this idea of entropy, which
was so important to Smithson, this idea that the
tendency of all things, according to the laws of
physics, is to move from order to disorder, to
chaos. And I think we have that sense of things
coming apart here.
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Steven: So Smithson is imposing a geometric
order into this natural landscape, into this vast
space that is in the process, over millions of
years, of disassembling. Here, more specifically,
we can see the way his intervention is slowly
coming apart.

Beth: And I think that sense that over millions of
years this will come apart makes us aware of the
brevity of our own lifespans in the grandeur of
time.
Watch
the
vrbNsHs7ptE>.

video

<https://youtu.be/

152. Venturi, Rausch and Scott Brown, House in
New Castle County
Dr. Matthew Postal

particularly works built during the Mannerist
and Baroque periods in Italy.
In 1966, The Museum of Modern Art in New
York published his first book Complexity and
Contradiction in Architecture. Written while he
was teaching at the University of Pennsylvania,
it contains dozens of small black-and-white
photographs of Western architecture from
ancient times to the present day, as well as
examples of the architect’s early work.

Robert Venturi, John Rauch, and Denise Scott Brown,
House in New Castle County, Delaware, 1978-83 (photo:
© Venturi, Scott Brown Collection/The Architectural
Archives, University of Pennsylvania/detail of photo by
Matt Wargo)
That Post-Modern moment

Robert Venturi’s New Castle County House
offers a modest but instructive example of the
Post-Modern style set in rural north Delaware.
An influential teacher and theorist, Venturi
studied architecture at Princeton University and
attended the American Academy in Rome during
the mid-1950s, where he developed a “partiality”
towards
postRenaissance
architecture

Pages 32 and 33 from Robert Venturi, Complexity and
Contradiction in Architecture, The Museum of Modern
Art, 1966
A gentle manifesto

Venturi used the first chapter, subtitled “A
Gentle Manifesto,” to express his strongly held
belief that orthodox Modern architecture and
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city planning had run its course. Rather than
continue in the disciplined, austere footsteps of
European architects Le Corbusier (below)
and Mies van der Rohe, he highlighted historic
structures that exhibit a “messy vitality over
obvious unity”—seen, for example, in his
inclusion of a “contradictory” Byzantine capital
from Hagia Sophia in Istanbul.
Complexity and Contradiction in Architecture was
well-received
by
contemporary
critics,
particularly Yale University professor Vincent
Scully, who wrote in the introduction that
Venturi presented a fresh approach to looking
at architecture, preferring complexity and
contradiction over abstraction and what Venturi
called the “fairy stories” of modernist purity. His
follow-up, the marvelously titled Learning From
Las Vegas, co-authored in 1972 with his wife and
partner Denise Scott Brown and partner Steven
Izenour, highlighted the way buildings are
experienced from a distance while traveling
along the gaudy Sunset Strip. For Venturi, how
buildings look and are perceived, was far more
important than the techniques, systems, and
theories used to plan and construct them.

Engaged capital, Isidore of Miletus & Anthemius of
Tralles for Emperor Justinian, Hagia Sophia, Istanbul,
532-37
Vanna Venturi House

The New Castle County House dates to an
important period in Venturi’s career and Post
Modernism. Though some of his peers designed
buildings that respectfully imitate the past, he
was no mere revivalist.

Robert Venturi, Vanna Venturi House, 1959-64, Chestnut
Hill, Philadelphia

Rather than copy a specific style, he borrowed
freely, juxtaposing, collaging, and reinterpreting
forms from distinct periods and places. This was
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particularly true in the Vanna Venturi House.
Built in the Philadelphia suburbs, this famous
house is located at the end of a driveway and
resembles a child’s drawing. Viewed through the
lens of classicism and 1960s Pop Art, his witty
design incorporates a large gable, recessed
porch, and noticeably off-center chimney.
Venturi and Rauch, Robert Venturi, John Rauch, Denise
Scott Brown House, Delaware, Preliminary study of west
elevation, 1978, felt-tipped pen on tracing paper, 30.5 x
59.7 cm © 2015 Robert Venturi and Denise Scott Brown
(The Museum of Modern Art, New York)

Form as sign

Le
Corbusier,
Villa
Savoye,
Poissy,
France,
1929 (photo: Renato Saboya, <https://flic.kr/p/aBAS9C>
CC BY-NC-SA 2.0)
American vernacular

The New Castle County House was built for a
family of three and sits comfortably in nature.
In contrast to Andrea Palladio’s Villa Rotonda or
Le Corbusier’s Villa Savoye, it neither crowns a
hilltop nor hovers above a well-trimmed lawn.
Instead, the house sits surrounded by rolling
fields, beside a thickly-wooded forest. Like many
traditional American farmhouses and barns, the
painted siding is white and the intersecting
gables are clad with unstained wood shingles.
It may look conventional and familiar but on
closer inspection, the exterior is enlivened by
a diverse array of mischievous and sometimes
perplexing architectural features.

Of particular interest is how Venturi treated the
“front” and “rear” facades. In Learning from Las
Vegas, the authors celebrated the concept of the
“decorated shed”– buildings that exploit easily
recognizable two-dimensional elements to
generate visual interest and meaning. The
“front” façade of the New Castle County House
incorporates a floating arched screen that, like
a highway billboard, rises somewhat awkwardly
from the lower edge of the gable. Though
Venturi claimed this curved feature had Austrian
Baroque origins, like a garden gate or eyebrow
dormers found on some Victorian houses, it
functions as a sign, identifying the structure as
a residence. Furthermore, since the owners
enjoyed bird watching it may also have doubled
as a blind, camouflaging the large windows
behind it.
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column on the far right grows seamlessly out of
the adjoining wall, the left column appears to
be split in half by the addition of an aluminum
drain pipe. Classical in derivation yet slightly
cartoonish, this somewhat awkward assemblage
gives the house a simultaneously grand and
whimsical appearance.
Playfully challenging

Robert Venturi, John Rauch, and Denise Scott Brown,
gable detail, House in New Castle County, Delaware,
1978-83 (photo: © Venturi, Scott Brown Collection/The
Architectural Archives, University of Pennsylvania/detail
of photo by Matt Wargo)

In photographs dating from the time of the
building’s completion, the spacious interiors
appear simple and comfortable, with wood
decorations inspired by various nineteenthcentury design traditions. The painted arches in
the vaulted music room, the quirky chandeliers,
and perforated wall patterns exhibit a straightforward craftsman-like quality as if cut by hand
or jigsaw. Conspicuously two dimensional, their
fanciful silhouettes evoke the Carpenter Gothic
and Queen Anne styles.
Venturi never liked the stylistic term Post
Modern, but his buildings and critical writings
helped
propel
late
twentieth-century
architecture in a new direction. This private
residence remains a playfully challenging work
expressing a refreshingly pluralistic view of
architecture and design.

Robert Venturi, John Rauch, and Denise Scott Brown,
House in New Castle County (rear view), Delaware,
1978-83 (photo: © Venturi, Scott Brown Collection/The
Architectural Archives, University of Pennsylvania/Photo
by Matt Wargo)

The “rear” facade is even more curious and
complex. While it, too, is dominated by a
prominent arched screen, this screen is framed
by the edges of the gabled roof. Supported by
what appears to be a Doric colonnade, the four
stubby columns are, in fact, almost flat. Thin as
the outer walls, these cut-outs carry little weight
and enclose the recessed porch. While the
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Robert Venturi, John Rauch, and Denise Scott Brown,
Music Room, House in New Castle County, Delaware,
1978-83 (photo: © Venturi, Scott Brown Collection/The
Architectural Archives, University of Pennsylvania/detail
of photo by Matt Wargo)
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