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“Beyond the Canvas,” with Donnalynn Hess

Ms. Hess begins by introducing her handout. She says that its breadth and length show the teacher in her. Having a handout makes sure her lecture is contained somehow. Each of the topics mentioned should really be given more depth than what she has time to give in this lecture. She encourages the audience to look at this outlines and use it as a springboard to do further research on their own.

Ms. Hess first delineates the main points that will be in her lecture:

1. What makes a masterpiece a masterpiece, and what makes a work survive over time?

2. How are culture and art connected?

3. How have cultural trends impacted style?
 As an introductory illustration, Ms. Hess takes Luke Painting St. Mary by Guercino. Luke was the most visual of the four gospel writers. Less reliable sources say he was also a painter. In fact, there is a famous Academy in Rome called St. Luke.  Luke is painting Mary because she was one of his sources (besides Peter) for the gospel that Luke wrote, since did not travel with Christ. The first two chapters of Luke show the influence of Mary’s inspiration. The Gospel of Luke also happens to be the most complete gospel of Christ and there is a prominent place given to women. Included in this painting is a small ox, which represents Luke’s “attribute.” Each saint has a traditional “attribute, “something that represents them and connects to the emphasis of their gospel. Luke’s “attribute” is the ox because he focuses on the priestly ministry of Christ.

This close look at this painting illustrates that it is possible to like a work upon a cursory look, but the more you know about a work of art, the more you are able to appreciate it. This is why it is important to discuss the three points mentioned above.
Very little has been done on aesthetics in the study of art. The study of aesthetics evolved in the 19th century, but all the philosophers talked about was “beauty.” Beauty is a very subjective quality. For instance, Thomas Kincade can be considered beautiful in your living room as part of decoration. It’s a little like the chair or couch it hangs over. But if you put a Caravaggio over your couch, there would be no need for any other furniture in the room! Kincade is “small art” – it’s just pretty; it’s not a masterpiece. The greatest masterworks are those who project inherent absolutes. Their depth is anchored in eternal verities.

The three most basic eternal verities or absolutes are truth, beauty and love, as used in their philosophical context.

1. Truth, either logical and poetic truth, as defined by Aristotle

a. Logical truth is scientific and deals with actualities 

b. Poetical truth does not deal with actualities but potentialities and possibilities 

For example, the Holocaust Museum in Washington D.C. discusses the facts of what happened to the Jews, while the Star of David symbolically emotes certain thoughts and memories about Jews.

2. Beauty, either material beauty or moral beauty

a. Material beauty engages the eye 

b. Moral beauty enriches the soul

For example, look at portrayals of the crucifixion, from Grunewald’s to Graham Sutherland’s.  These portrayals are extremely different; Grunewald’s is more materially beautiful, while Sutherland’s is more morally beautiful, but both types are characterized by that which is relational, noble, cohesive, inspiring, uplifting, and lovely.

3. Love 

Love grows out of truth and beauty; because a work reflects these other two qualities, it draws us to what is presented. It awakens in us a sense of awe or a yearning for something we do not yet possess.

A masterpiece which reflects these three attributes: Aristotle Contemplating the Bust of Homer by Rembrandt
This piece is truthfully symbolic since Aristotle’s quest in life was discerning truth, but Aristotle contemplating the bust of Homer was also a historical event. The artist explores poetic truth with the figure’s pose; Aristotle is not lecturing or talking in the temple of Zeus, but is lost in contemplation. His contemplation is of Homer and, we may surmise, how Homer’s epics portray man’s quest not as a logical search but as a poetic journey, exploring the tragic conflict of man but also the power of the human spirit. 

Rembrandt’s technical skill illuminates the figures, giving them a sense of mystery and warmth. Stunning shafts of light draw us into the scene. Of course, there is a subjective nature to aesthetic judgment such as we are using to discuss this work, but it cannot be denied that there are a priori standards in judgment. A masterpiece does not leave us unchanged, but moves us forward, stimulates our mind and ennobles our experience. What that characterizes a great work of art is that we are changed by its very existence.

Another characteristic of a great work of art is the quality of originality, of shifting art in a different direction. One of these “landmark pieces” is El Greco’s View of Toledo. This is not just a picture of a specific locale, but an emblematic view of the city. El Greco shows us the glory of the place itself and the connection he felt to his adopted home. First, there is a lyrical way in which he creates the forms. But he paints particular aspects of each, even rearranging buildings as he saw fit, like the cathedral to the castles’ “left.” He uses subjective elements to create not just a representation but an “emblem” of Toledo.

What El Greco did for landscape art, Franz Hals did for portraiture. Hals’ portraits were “So boldly painted, they seemed to breathe.” He sent portrait painting a totally different direction from the way it was in the early American era. He made bold use of loose brush strokes and light that punctuates the face and sometimes the hands. His technique was “wet on wet,” which caused critics to say he has an unfinished style. You can see his influences in the portraits of Renoir. There is the infusion of a spirit, not just a stale representation of a form. Hals gave liveliness to portraiture.
There are two key traditions from where styles of art have tended to emerge in history:

1. Mimetic (From the Greeks, who viewed art as an imitation of nature) – such as Renaissance painters, 18th century history painters, 19th century Academic painters, Caravaggio

2. Stylized/Subjective (From the Egyptians, who interpreted the world to “recreate” it subjectively) – such as  Impressionism, Cubism

The culture of an era will often impact which tradition the work in that era will follow and will even determine what the work of art is saying. A work of art is an interpretation of reality and how the artist or his movement answers question about reality. These questions often come from ontology or axiology. The first question is “One world or two worlds?” Most other answers come out of the answer to this first one: “Is the natural world all there is, or is there more?”

Art is often a mirror of the culture, a testimony of prevailing cultural ideas, reflecting what the culture sees as relevant, just as exhibitions at museums often strive to be relevant or important.  

An example of a work in the Mimetic tradition is Raphael’s School of Athens begun in 1508, the same year that Michelangelo began the Sistine Chapel. Raphael didn’t name this piece; it was named at a later date. This work well describes the setting and spirit of the age. It encapsulates the Renaissance, which was consumed with a desire for knowledge. The central figures reflect this desire: Plato and Aristotle. There is a vaulted Roman ceiling with Greek gods peering down from shallow enclosures, reflecting the desire to imitate the Greek style of art. In the secondary characters Raphael interestingly connects the ancient world with the contemporary world. Figures from both eras are next to each other. To the lower right of the canvas are Zoroaster, Raphael, Perugino, Ptolemy, and Euclid; to the left side of the canvas are Epicurus, Pythagoras, Heraclitus, and in the center, Julius Caesar and a nephew of the patron Pope Julius II. The most significant portion of this work is the gestures of the scholars, which introduce the concept of Renaissance humanism. Plato’s gesture is upward, since he began idealism, a system that says the answers to life’s questions are in the metaphysical world. His viewpoint is still represented today in rationalism. Aristotle points outward, representing realism, the idea that the answers to life’s questions are all found in physics, the physical or natural world alone, a viewpoint still apparent in empiricism.
Besides being a mirror, art can also be a catalyst, setting an example by breaking away from prevailing trends - not just recording a culture, but shaping and countering it. For example, Rouault’s Head of Christ from the 20th century goes counter to prevailing trends. Rouault was an expressionist in his tone and the themes of his work. W. Dyrness said of him “Art is not mere entertainment nor self-expression. For him art was an ardent confession…a cry of faith in the dark night of unbelief.” Rouault was apprenticed in a stained glass warehouse. After 1940 he devoted himself almost exclusively to religious art, but not biblical subjects. He did not want to give a superficial treatment to profound subjects. Through his use of chaotic line and symbolic color (yellow, purple and red, colors of bruising) he represents one of the clearest reflections of Isaiah 53:5-6.  The theme of those verses is also represented in the eyes of the figure. Though the figure is not representational, it is still profoundly moving. There is compelling compassion here.  The sadness of the eyes is universal. 

Rouault’s work shows that he was not a mirror but a counter to his trends. He portrays man as flawed and in need of redemption. His theme is the vice, hypocrisy and flaws of man’s nature. His theme, as Psalm 119 says, was “Not unto us, Lord, but to thy name be glory.” 
Brief History of Art – Changing trends:

The theme of glorifying God inspired the Gothic style (1100s to 1300s). 1144 is a key date in this era, when Abbe Suger began building Abbey of St Denis in Paris. The term “Gothic” actually began as an after-the-fact term of derision from the Renaissance artists who viewed the style as too ornate and tasteless. They mistakenly linked the style with the Germanic Goths. Abbe Suger’s desire was to create radiant windows that would illuminate men’s minds. He was the first to talk about stained glass. At that same time stained glass was being installed in Chartres (1150) and Notre Dame (1163). Religion and art are connected together for centuries from this point, especially since the Catholic Church was the primary patron of the arts until the 1700s. Most stained glass depended upon conventional signs and symbols and metaphysical subjects, and was anchored in the Byzantine tradition.

Giotto was the first to break away from the Gothic style. The static figures began gradually to become more visually dynamic and compelling. You can compare the icons of the time to Giotto’s work to see his realism. The Gothic artists had believed in the tradition they were taught: to present saints in a realistic way was to be profane. 

In the 15th century, the beginning of the Renaissance, two styles emerged: High Renaissance (Raphael’s Transfiguration; he died when working on this; technical skill and admiration of classical things; chiaroscuro and perspective, logical spatial relationship, harmony and clarity in composition; canvasses were either composed in threes or halves) and the Mannerist style (El Greco – new and unusual methods of composition – they clearly made use of the technical advances of the High Renaissance, but moved them to an extreme. Discordant colors, complex design, exaggerated proportion. For example, El Greco’s Christ on the Mount of Olives, in which the artist pictures the disciples in a symbolic fog. William Jordan said of this painting, “There is a sense of discontinuous space created by the inherent space…underneath the angels. This…mist insulates them.” The mist around the disciples is balanced by more fog in the upper right hand corner, filtering down over Judas and his followers. According to the psychology of line (horizontal=stability; vertical=strength; curved=warmth; diagonal=excitement or tension), El Greco relies on curved and diagonal lines. Diagonal tension offset by the warmth and grace of Christ’s curved figure. 

Baroque Art in the 17th century was artistically a reaction to the highly regulated rules of the Renaissance. But the Baroque era was divided between Reformation and counter-Reformation beliefs. For example, Cranach used art to educate people in reformed doctrine, while the counter-reformation also used art as an educational tool. The Council of Trent, which was held to combat the Reformation, encouraged artists to concentrate on picturing the sacraments attacked by the reformers and focus on the mystical and ecstatic aspects of Catholicism. Art in this time took a very didactic trend. In addition, there were three styles that emerged in this era:

1. Baroque Classicism (The Carracci family produced most of this. They admired Greek culture, refined proportion, and classical architecture.)

2. High Baroque (Rubens; he is called “Mr. Baroque” by art historians; the subjects reflect a royal tone, typical of the Dutch court of the 17th century, figures were also life-size or nearly so, rich coloration, strong chiaroscuro)

3. Baroque Naturalism (The most famous artist of this style was Caravaggio, and naturalism can be traced back to Van Eyck. But when Caravaggio came along the style took hold in Italy. Light often shoots down from the left side of the canvas, giving an almost theatre-like quality to the canvas. Caravaggio also used stark realism, and was one of the first to use live models whom he would pull off the streets, giving a snapshot quality to his work. He used limited space and eye-level viewpoint to give an almost intrusive feel to his work.)

In the Age of Enlightenment, transcendence waned in importance. Man, not God, was now viewed as the centerpiece of the universe, the touchstone for interpreting and defining reality. Man could lead you to perfection. The numerous styles of this era do not appear to be connected, but each is an outgrowth of this tenet. For instance, some painters celebrated the sensual and others the aesthetic, but both are aspects of man that are celebrated.

1. The Rococo style (characterized by ornate characterization. Most of the characters are frivolous. David (or one of his followers) coined the word Rococo to describe the tastelessly florid art of this period.)

2. The Neoclassical style (David and his neoclassical followers spurned the sensual in favor of the heroic, inspired by archeological discoveries at Pompeii and Herculeum. Calm grandeur, ordered clarity, operatic groupings.)

3. The Romantic style (celebrated the triumph of the human spirit, the passionate and emotional side. Untamed landscape tends to characterize this style.)

4. Academic style (Though this style has a broader definition, in a limited definition, it was the art taught at the Academies in London and Paris. It emphasized the human anatomy and the natural world. Figures were often biblical, historical or mythological.)

5. Impressionism (This style rebelled against technical rigor. Each of the sub movements in this movement tends to emphasize visual effects and atmosphere. They wanted to recreate nature in an objective or scientific way, but they ended up fragmenting or deconstructing it. They tried to take things apart in a detailed way. The farther you are away from their paintings, the clearer they are.) 

The 20th century continued to look to man as a reference point for reality. Reason and emotion were no longer viewed as guides but deconstructed in the hope that the fragments that resulted would give man hope. The art of the era moved increasingly toward pure abstraction. The early abstract artists desired to reduce nature to its basic elements, but eventually, experimentation of early abstract artists gave way to deconstruction of rationality. They used natural forms to present forms of the subconscious mind. 

In conclusion, it remains to be seen what will come in the future and what works from today will be considered as masterpieces. We cannot decide in the present what will transcend time in the future. But in the meantime, we can use our knowledge of masterpieces, as gleaned from this brief study, to understand this statement, from a 14th century monk, “It is one thing to adore a painting; it is quite another to learn from a painted narrative what to adore.” 

