Sculpting Humanism (a summary)
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Presentation Notes
If the history painting chooses a moment in time to stand for everything that came before it and everything that came after, a moment which is transcendent in historical terms, the modern painting does not.  The modern painting, with its emphasis on contingency, gives us a moment in time which is not transcendent or even fully understood; it is a contingent moment which exists in response to a particular set of framing circumstances and which will, in turn, frame other circumstances as yet unknown.  The rejection of transcendence, or to put this in other terms, the rejection of the historical narrative, characterizes modern sculpture as well as modern painting.  Sculpture arrives at this point later than painting does, but it overtakes painting in another dimension of modernism: the conceptualization of time as space.
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Presentation Notes
Creator: Rude, Francois 
The Departure of the Volunteers of 1792 ("La Marseillaise"), Arc de Triomphe, Paris, 1833-1836

a relief sculpture commissioned for the Arch of Triumph; based on two axes: horizontal beneath the figure of the winged victory; vertical cutting through the body of the winged victory
the overlapping bodies in the lower half create a composition which suggests movement, such that the soldiers appear to be emerging from the far right and moving forward and to the left; the central moment is the one in which the soldier in the center recognizes victory above him and his body mirrors hers; the symmetry of the composition gives it a meaning that relates to that particular moment, the awareness of liberty, and to the future, as the figures move forward

Because it is a relief, it can only be correctly viewed from one position, but because the viewer receives all his knowledge from one position, and that knowledge contains information about the past and the future, he accepts the relief as signifying a transcendent moment.  The key to transcendence is narrative time. 



http://www.artstor.org/library/secure/ViewImages?id=8DlKaF4lLTQwLA==&source=ppt�
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Rodin: The Gates of Hell, 1880-1917

Rodin is one of the first sculptors to depart from the creation of narrative time in sculpture. In place of narrative time he emphasizes the process of creation , what we may eventually see as real time.  This, perhaps, is the modernist dynamic when we turn to sculpture: a change from narrative time to real time and eventually to conceptual time, along with a change in the meaning of transcendence.  If what we see is determined by the moment we look at it, the modernist sculptor tries to give us a moment which exists outside of time: an essential moment or an essence of the object.

In this work, which essentially consumed Rodin’s creative life, because almost every sculpture he made was initially made or envisioned for these doors, Rodin lays the groundwork for the departure from narrative time and the departure from most other tenets of classical or academic sculpture.  His most basic decision not to compartmentalize the narrative, which does exist, and not to present orderly sequences of action, represents a major departure from other traditions of portals, traditions such as Ghiberti’s Gates of Paradise, in 15th century Florence. 
Because he never completed it, there is a sense in which Rodin’s manner of working on the gates of hell becomes another statement of its themes: alienation, the existence of a spiritual vacuum, the disjunctions of time, the impossibility of narrative continuity.  In this respect, we might say that Rodin goes further than the 19th century painters who inscribed the theme of their paintings in the technique.  Rodin seems to have inscribed his theme in his style of working.



http://www.artstor.org/library/secure/ViewImages?id=8DhbZCk2NzYrJSEnd1N7Q38rXXwue14=&source=ppt�
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The Three Shades, 1881-86, Bronze, 38 3/8 x 36 3/8 x 19 1/2" (97.3 x 92.2 x 49.5 cm)

 Although there is an underlying narrative, taken from Dante’s Inferno, we don’t read it as a sequential story.   Figures are repeated, but in the context of different stories and they are not repeated in a way that reveals new information about themselves.  The Three Shades (in the doors, they stand on top), for example, are the same figure in the same pose. Traditionally, a work with three figures, sculptures of the three graces being a usual them, would allow each figure to reveal new information about the body.  In that respect, the sculpture would become two things at once: a sequence of information about one figure while remaining three distinct figures.  But Rodin does not do this, and he also does not give us the information that lets the viewer understand how a figure arrived at a certain point; he obscures the clarity of contours and the articulation of internal body tension so we do not fully understand the progress of movement.

http://www.artstor.org/library/secure/ViewImages?id=8D1Cdjk4RDUwLi07eTx9Rn4=&source=ppt�
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I Am Beautiful (Je suis belle), 1882, Bronze, 27 x 14 in. 

Forms are fused together in such a way as to embody opposing actions; in contrast, when they are not fused together, they do not appear to be part of the same setting.  So we do not have the understanding we need in order to grasp the definition of bodies and movement; the meaning of the figures, and the narrative, becomes ambiguous.  But something takes its place: what becomes more overt, then, is the sense of process, the process of creation, and that becomes the true meaning of the work.  Or to say it in another way: the meaning of the work occurs in the process of experiencing the work.  (see the image in Artstor for a more detailed discussion of this work.)

http://www.artstor.org/library/secure/ViewImages?id=8D1Efjk2MTE+LCMod1N7R3IlWX0lcA==&source=ppt�
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One of Rodin’s most famous works of public sculpture was initially modeled for the Gates of Hell: The Thinker, in a version which was 27 inches in height.
It is a work which appears to be more anatomically correct than it really is, and this is characteristic of Rodin.  Many of his decisions about the body reflect artistic decisions rather than truth to reality, decisions made to suggest dynamism in the unmoving form.  The figure of the thinker could be contained within a cube, and this containment imparts unity to the form, but the forms within the cube are all diagonal.  The man leans forward, his right elbow resting on his left knee, his left arm stretching out on the left side but curving toward the right, the obtuse angle formed by his feet and calves, the different angles of inclination of the two legs.  This is a sedentary figure which appears to be in action.  It has been suggested that the thinker reflects Rodin’s personal desire to come to terms with Michelangelo, to make Michelangelo his own, as it were, and the figure was also intended initially to be a portrait of Dante. Another interpretation says that if his brain is the center of his attention, then it is likewise the center of the Gates of Hell.  Yet, this overseeing thinker who cannot see or hear would be a more potent symbol of despair than anything else contained in the gates.  He does not suggest the possibility of averting this fate by using one’s intellect; it is almost as if he suggests the very opposite.  But it has also been suggested that the Thinker, at least in the context of the Gates of Hell, is a type of spiritual self-portrait of the artist, the artist thinking this image of despair, this spiritual vacuum, into existence. This interpretation would actually correlate with the way in which Dante’s Divine Comedy is understood; that it, too, was a spiritual autobiography.  In this case, if this is a valid way of understanding the work, then we have a sculptural relative of synthetism: the work of art as co-existing planes of different realities.

http://www.artstor.org/library/secure/ViewImages?id=8D1Efjk2NjsgQi85cDV7R3wq&source=ppt�
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The Walking Man, c.1900, Bronze, 34 1/8 in. (84.1 cm)

The Walking Man is not a whole figure, does not indicate the identity of a subject, and creates a contradiction between the degree of sculptural finish on the legs and the fact that the torso is much rougher.  More significant, it is a walking subject.  The partial figure succeeds in freeing the work of sculpture from the limitations and conventions of subject matter, of context, of narrative.  As a fragment, it goes on to challenge traditional concepts of unity and beauty.  It signifies a complete break with nature and inaugurates the beginning of the idea of unity of a whole which is not made up of parts, a unity and essence which is found in a fragment.  This development may be the eventual model of late twentieth century art, although by then we may have to question whether the fragment does suggest unity or mutilation.

There is one other observation which remains to be made about Rodin’s figures, partial or complete.  In many cases, his figures are in positions which do not correspond to our sense of the underlying anatomy; the surface pose does not give us the same information that we have on the basis of personal experience, so we cannot use our prior experience to arrive at a meaning.  If we can’t use our past experience to understand what we see of a body, then we must form our understanding entirely from what we see at that moment.  The implication of this is that our knowledge is derived from the moment of experience, and is therefore concurrent with it.  Another implication of this is the denial of an underlying or hidden “self” beneath the surface.  If there is no underlying self, then all meaning is lodged in the surface.   The fusion of surface with content: this is another way of saying that with Rodin, we get the beginning of the autonomous art work but in the context of sculpture.

http://www.artstor.org/library/secure/ViewImages?id=8D1Efjk2Nj8yJiw8cy0URXorX30vfVRz&source=ppt�
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Brancusi: Sleep, 1908, marble, h. 26 cm

Brancusi, a Romanian sculptor, spent most of his career in Paris, where he met Rodin. His early work is largely academic in nature, but he soon moves on to explore the head as a complete object. In this early work, we see a boy’s head embedded in a pillow of rock, more like a relief than a 3-dimensional sculpture, unless we recognize that the cloud of rock is part of the sculpture.

http://www.artstor.org/library/secure/ViewImages?id=8CJGczI9NzldLS1WEDhzTnkrX3kpdlR7eSI=&source=ppt�
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The Newborn, version I, 1920 (close to the marble of 1915)
Bronze, 5 3/4 x 8 1/4 x 5 3/4" (14.6 x 21 x 14.6 cm)

This work has more in common with the artist’s search for an iconic representation of the idea of a head, or in this case, a newborn. We will see him do this in portraits and in body parts as well.

http://www.artstor.org/library/secure/ViewImages?id=8D1Cdjk4RDUwLi07eTx9RHc=&source=ppt�



Presenter
Presentation Notes
Caryatid, wood, ca. 1909

In Caryatid, he moves forward on the path of abstraction, also revealing an interest in the frontal and often symmetric forms of some African sculpture, and he centralizes gesture and force in what is almost a single line.  Anatomical truth, in this work and others by Brancusi, is subordinated to the lyrical gesture of the whole figure. 

http://www.artstor.org/library/secure/ViewImages?id=8CJGczI9NzldLS1WEDhzTnkrX3kpdlV/fiM=&source=ppt�
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Maiastra, 1910-12, White marble 22" (55.9 cm) high, on three-part limestone pedestal 70" (177.8 cm) high, of which the middle section is Double Caryatid, c. 1908

Here we have a bird sculpture combined with a double caryatid, creating a new unit or whole which in the end, does not speak as individual components but as a new work.  It also reveals another tendency of his: his use of earlier works as pedestals for later works.  But at the same time, he is moving toward a purer geometric essence and toward the creation of self-containment, containment which comes from the increasing elimination of the base.

http://www.artstor.org/library/secure/ViewImages?id=8D1Cdjk4RDUwLi07eTxzRHA=&source=ppt�

Portraits and torsos
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In the next few slides, you will see how the portrait for Brancusi becomes increasingly simplified, almost to the point of completely erasing the features of the face.  The head becomes introverted and closed to the world, although not without individuality.  Yet, Brancusi’s goal is not truly the evocation of a single person; he creates the iconic head which evokes no one and everyone. The head as object soon becomes the torso as object, an object which no longer suggests truncation or amputation but wholeness. 
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Male Torso, 1917, brass, without base: 46.7cm x 30.5cm x 16.85cm


http://www.artstor.org/library/secure/ViewImages?id=8D1Efjk2NjsgQi85cDV5RHMn&source=ppt�
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Torso of a Girl II
1923, onyx, h.32.5cm


http://www.artstor.org/library/secure/ViewImages?id=8CJGczI9NzldLS1WEDhzTnkrX3kpdlV9fCE=&source=ppt�
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Mlle Pogany, version I, 1913 (after a marble of 1912)
Bronze with black patina 17 1/4 x 8 1/2 x 12 1/2" (43.8 x 21.5 x 31.7 cm), on limestone base 5 3/4 x 6 1/8 x 7 3/8" (14.6 x 15.6 x 18.7 cm)


http://www.artstor.org/library/secure/ViewImages?id=8D1Cdjk4RDUwLi07eTx5QXw=&source=ppt�



Presenter
Presentation Notes
Mlle. Pogany II
1919, cast 1925
Polished bronze
Measurements: Overall: 43.5 x 18 x 28.5cm (17 1/8 x 7 1/16 x 11 1/4in.); Base: 28.575 x 24.13 x 24.13cm (11 1/4 x 9 1/2 x 9 1/2in.)


http://www.artstor.org/library/secure/ViewImages?id=8ClYeTwiOTIuIjZUej54R34rX3cnfQ==&source=ppt�
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Endless Column, ca 1938
wood original; remade in iron, 98' ht

For Brancusi, the next step was the endless column, a work which reflected or grew out of his desire to free sculpture from ideological concerns so that it could essentially exist as a link between the earth and sky.
What does Brancusi give us then?
First, a change of course away from the path set by Rodin, a path of greater theatricality and a language of touch and gesture.  Brancusi’s increasing focus on a hard and clear surface is a focus on the essence of geometric form.  All the same, the type of reductiveness that Brancusi gives us was made possible by Rodin’s truncated figures.
Second: he relates to the interest in primitivism, which characterizes much of the avant-garde of the early 20th century.  Yet his turn to primitivism may be another expression of a search for his roots and a latent sense and assertion of the autochtonous elements of Romanian culture.
Third, his reductiveness is a visual “rationalization” of the world, one in which he eliminates extraneous ornament and intricate articulations.  His forms are not inherently simple; they are not primary geometric elements, but the reductiveness exists.  The effect of this rationalization is a unity of meaning with an essential shape.  This shape embodies the idea of the “real” but it does it in such a way as to make it an object: essence and object are one.  
Next, his work operates in the manner of a revelation: we know his work in an immediate and total way.  The cubists (and the futurists), we will see, were influenced by the philosopher/psychologist Henri Bergson and his idea of “relative knowledge,” or the knowledge that comes from analysis of something over time, from movement around an object and the experience of the object in all dimensions.  Brancusi gives us a different category of Bergson’s thought: absolute knowledge, or the knowledge which comes from intuition.  This absolute knowledge comes from the surfaces in part.  The highly reflective surfaces free the work from dependent relationships on light.  It doesn’t matter what light we see them in.  And his own process of working, unlike Rodin, contributes to the sense of absolute knowledge and revelation.  He rarely gives us the preparatory sketches, the studies; he only gives us the final product.  It appears in the world like a revelation.  And in terms of the forms, absolute knowledge comes from what we might describe as a “drama of unity.”


http://www.artstor.org/library/secure/ViewImages?id=4SJcGjQvJDNcRS8/&source=ppt�

Boccioni
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There are three diverging paths which sculpture can take from this point: the mobiles of Alexander Calder, the constructivist objects of Rodchenko and Tatlin, and the futurist and cubist sculptures of space, time, and movement that we find in the work of the futurist Boccioni, for example. Without addressing the premises of futurism, we can consider the extent to which Boccioni , like Brancusi, completely rejects narrative structure in sculpture, although without accepting the idea of absolute knowledge.

There are three diverging paths which sculpture can take from this point: the mobiles of Alexander Calder, the constructivist objects of Rodchenko and Tatlin, and the futurist and cubist sculptures of space, time, and movement that we find in the work of the futurist Boccioni, for example.
Without addressing the premises of futurism for now, we can consider the extent to which Boccioni , like Brancusi, completely rejects narrative structure in sculpture, although without accepting the idea of absolute knowledge.

Boccioni initially formulated his ideas about futurism in the form of a manifesto of architecture, although he dealt with painting and sculpture in this manifesto.  In it, he called for the depiction of movement, the rejection of styles from the past and from “foreign” countries. He called for the use of bright colors, contrasting materials, and all kinds of shapes so that the house would no longer have a uniform or even recognizable image.  The city and the building both were to be conceptualized as an envelope of space, whereas the painting and sculpture would incorporate space into the design and in this way, destroy the separation between spectator and object, and, in fact, destroy the notion of a unitary representation of some independently existing object.  In his manifesto on sculpture, Boccioni called for the “absolute and complete abolition of the finite line and closed sculpture.  Let us break open the figure and enclose the environment in it,” were his words. 
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Development of a Bottle in Space
1912 (cast 1931), Silvered bronze, 15 x 23 3/4 x 12 7/8" (38.1 x 60.3 x 32.7 cm)

The Bottle has been cut open and the forms have been peeled off and juxtaposed in such a way that the viewer cannot logically put them together.  Motion is implied as the viewer tries to experience the bottle from all sides in order to put it together again.  Yet the bottle is still a frontal work, and this frontality denies movement and to some extent gives the bottle the sense of being a collage or relief.  The bottle is frontal because the only position from which we can perceive the peeling away of conical forms is the front.  From this position, the hollow center becomes an embodiment of stillness while the exterior begins to embody rotation and movement.  The bottle also becomes a metaphor for our partial knowledge of things, and this links the work to cubism with the difference being that the cubists will be more interested in the language of representation than the futurists are, while the futurists are more interested in the creation of movement. 

http://www.artstor.org/library/secure/ViewImages?id=8D1Cdjk4RDUwLi07eTxzT34=&source=ppt�
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Unique Forms of Continuity in Space
1913 (cast 1931), bronze, 43 7/8 x 34 7/8 x 15 3/4' (111.2 x 88.5 x 40 cm)

This is the peak of his sculptural achievements.  The forms are coherent and sharply defined, almost faceted.  Yet the angularity is transformed by the sense of movement into fluid, muscular curves. Yet we should not think of this as a lyrical expression of movement in space. Space in this work is a battle field. The figure extends into space and this act of extension becomes palpable, as real as the object itself. The area which surrounds the object is invaded by the object but this space likewise invades the object - hence the phrase "militarized zone." 

http://www.artstor.org/library/secure/ViewImages?id=/ThWdC8hIywtPygxFTx5TnQkVnwtew==&source=ppt�
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