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Foreword

The State of Art series was created to restore to art its most authentic
role: a means of understanding the human experience in its universal
dimensions. Each volume explores a theme that transcends time and
culture — death, solitude, war, love, time — observing it through the
eyes of the artists who have made it visible, shareable, and thinkable.

The aim is to understand how every work of art reflects a way of
confronting the fundamental questions of existence. Art thus
becomes a form of knowledge, a language capable of connecting past
and present, emotion and thought, aesthetics and awareness.

For teachers, students, and passionate readers, these volumes offer a
journey that combines historical rigor with clarity of exposition,
fostering a reading experience that remains both accessible and
intellectually engaging.

The educational dimension of the series extends beyond the printed
page through the use of QR codes, which guide readers on a safe
and well-documented path of digital exploration. Each link leads to
the official websites of museums, scholarly catalogues, and visual
archives that preserve the artworks, allowing readers to deepen their
understanding of each piece and its context. In this way, reading
continues within the digital space, where reliable sources become an
integral part of the learning process.

Each book in the Szate of Art series thus becomes a workshop of
vision — an invitation to read art as testimony to the human
condition, and to recognize in colors, forms, and symbols the
enduring questions that accompany our shared journey.
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INTRODUCTION

Solitude and
the Human Condition

“Solitude is the destiny of all superior minds.”

Arthur Schopenhauer, Aphorisms on the Wisdom of Life, 1851
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Solitude is one of the most universal and, at the same time, most
personal experiences of the human condition. It can be sought as
refuge or endured as exile, lived as meditation or abandonment,
expressed as sacred silence or desperate cry. Throughout the
centuries, every age has interpreted solitude according to its own
cultural, religious, and social sensibility, and artists have given visible
form to this elusive and complex feeling.

From the silence of the desert of the first hermits to Hopper’s neon-
lit hotel rooms, from Friedrich’s sublime contemplation before
nature’s abyss to Sironi’s urban alienation, solitude has crossed every
artistic language, transforming from a virtuous spiritual condition
into a symptom of modern existential unease. This book explores
twenty-eight key works that have revealed the changing face of
solitude in Western art across eight centuries of history.

Medieval solitude was first and foremost an ascent, a conscious
choice to withdraw from the world in order to draw closer to God.
The hermit saints painted on church walls and in illuminated
manuscripts were not tragic figures but models of spiritual
perfection. Saint Jerome in the desert, Saint Francis receiving the
stigmata on Mount La Verna, the Desert Fathers—all embodied a
monastic ideal in which physical isolation opened the doors to
mystical union. In these representations, the solitary figure is never
truly alone; always in dialogue with the divine, watched over by angels
and by the unseen yet certain presence of God.

With the Renaissance and Baroque periods, solitude acquired an
intellectual and introspective dimension. Scholars in their studies and
philosophers in meditation embody an isolation that favors reflection
and the pursuit of truth. Diirer’s Melencolia I introduced the theme of
creative melancholy, where solitude becomes a necessary condition
of genius. In the seventeenth century, still lifes (vanitas) and the
penitent saints of Caravaggio’s dark spaces emphasized how solitude
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could also become meditation on mortality, a silent confrontation
with one’s transience.

The Romantic era revolutionized the very idea of solitude. No longer
merely ascetic withdrawal or intellectual reflection, it became an
experience of the sublime, an immersion in the infinite forces of
nature that both overwhelm and exalt the individual. Friedrich’s
Wanderer above the Sea of Fog, alone before immensity, embodies this
new paradigm: solitude as existential confrontation with powers that
transcend humankind, as the deliberate quest for an emotion both
violent and sublime that only isolation can bestow. Nature becomes
the mirror of the soul, and solitude is no longer escape but search,
not absence but total presence to oneself.

With the industrial nineteenth century came a radically new form of
isolation—the solitude of modern alienation. Expanding cities, the
urban proletariat, the anonymous crowd generated a paradoxical
loneliness: one can be alone among thousands. Degas painted
absinthe drinkers lost in cafés; Van Gogh portrayed the solitude of
the misunderstood artist rejected by society. Solitude lost its
Romantic grandeur and became a social illness, a visual testimony to
the price of modernity.

The twentieth century deepened solitude’s psychological and
existential dimensions. De Chirico’s metaphysical squares, empty or
populated by mannequins, evoke a causeless unease, an ontological
estrangement. Giacometti’s elongated figures embody the fragility of
modern humanity. Hopper crystallized American urban solitude—
individuals isolated or unable to communicate despite their
proximity. Contemporary art explores new forms through
performance and immersive installations, questioning memory,
absence, and the paradox of hyper-connection that breeds profound

incommunicability.
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