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CHAPTER ONE

Artists’ biographies in film as popular art history

Art can be disseminated in many ways: by means of exhibitions, books, guided tours, as well as by articles or documentaries. Editorials and photo essays in literary biographies, coffee table books, comics, children’s books, movies or television series also tell us about the life and work of artists but these are rarely regarded as educational as they are lumped under the heading of popular culture. However, it does not always seem to make sense to dissociate high culture from popular culture—in particular because the dividing lines cannot be clearly drawn and once they are, the usual connection is between high culture as “differentiated and true” whereas popular culture is seen as “clichéd and wrong.” In introducing the term “popular art history” I want to look at high and popular culture in relation to one another and delineate a field in which the basic principles of art history are communicated and passed on through mass media.

As I have observed in my work as a curator, popular art histories leave a strong imprint on the perceptions of art, artists, and artistic production. Thus it is striking that ideas of artists and artistic production are circulating that have less to do with contemporary discourses on authorship and production than with old artists’ myths. Artists are still mostly perceived as geniuses and society’s outsiders who are only able to create ‘great art’ because of their special status. When I asked visitors of exhibitions about the origin of these notions, they mentioned biographies (for example on Frida Kahlo or Jackson Pollock) and biographical films (such as on Van Gogh, Rembrandt or Basquiat). Experiencing this motivated me to explore how art history is being communicated in popular culture and, for that matter, to take the educational function and power of films on artists more seriously. Because of the intermedial and intertextual structure of films and the fact that they are experienced rather affectively—in particular in feature films—this medium seems to play an important role regarding general ideas about artists and artistic production that continue to have an effect on the reception of art today. Even though films about artists impact the mass mediation of art history, they do not receive the necessary attention in art historical research despite all the iconic, pictorial or optical turns.1 This study aims to contribute to closing that research gap.

In contrast to art history, there are research fields in history and film studies that analyze documentaries and feature films as historical documents, as products that create historical awareness, as educational tools or even as propaganda materials.2 Even though the film historian Gertrud Koch was initially critical towards genres like historical films since it is rather the fate of individuals that is stressed instead of the historical context, she nevertheless regards them as excellent documents furthering histories of mentalities and micro histories that inform their viewers about the prevailing patterns of interpretation in earlier times. She suggests a twofold reading: “What is shown has to be assimilated simultaneously as a function of present interests while being weighed against the traditional historical readings.”3 This means that films tell us as much about the past as they are showing perceptions of it in the present. Taking Siegfried Kracauer’s approach of presenting the history of film as a history of cultures and mentalities, historians like Robert Rosenstone are attempting to find out how film as a visual medium that is subject to the conventions of drama and fictionality can be used as serious teaching material. When analyzing the relationship of moving image and written word, he asks: “What could be learned from watching history on the screen?” (Rosenstone 1995, 3–4). In this context Rosenstone’s question would read: What could be learned from a “projected art history?”

A projected art history consists of an amalgamation of image and narrative in film embodying a multilevel projective force with many layers—from the projection of the filmic pictures onto the screen referring to certain models and images of art and artists, to the projected images in the perception of the viewers that build on filmic narratives and that retroact as mental images back to the extra-filmic reality, lingering and impacting viewers, actors, and directors alike in terms of the reception of art. Thereby, a plethora of questions comes to mind: What kinds of art histories are actually being projected in film? What purposes lie behind them? Who is telling the stories and which criteria and models are being used for their narratives? How is painting staged in film? And ultimately, what effect does the filmic historization have outside of the films?

On the complicated relationship of art and film

The relationship of film studies and art history is complicated. A case in point in the 1920s is Béla Balázs’ plea to include film in the “sacred halls of theory” (Balázs 2010, 3) demonstrating art history’s ignorance of the seventh art. Also Siegfried Kracauer was convinced that film could be useful for depicting paintings in a contemporary and vivid way and that museums would have to become accustomed to this fact (Kracauer [1938] 1974, 57). Nevertheless, the art historian Erwin Panofsky remains a rare exception, analyzing film already at the beginning of Hollywood’s “golden era.”4 He recognized a lively relationship between the creation of art and its use in film and pointed out the important influence of film on opinions, taste, language, fashion, and manners.5 It is therefore all the more astonishing that so many years later the pertinent literature from the interdisciplinary field of art, film, and media studies still remains quite sparse and extends mostly to collections of essays or individual articles.6 Interestingly, more scholarly literature has been published in German than in English that addresses art and artists in films at book-length level. In recent years, however, the interplay of art and film seems to be gaining more ground internationally in art history as well as in film studies promising more research in that field, one of which this book aims to offer.

One of the reasons for the restraint within art history can be found in the synthesis of high and popular culture inherent in the medium of film and in its industrialized orientation. According to Angela Dalle Vacche, the skepticism towards film may be motivated by the fact that the movies have always tended to challenge not only painting but the whole system of the arts, thereby revealing the possibility to reorder classifications, hierarchies, alliances, and enmities (Dalle Vacche 1997, 3). In 1988, in attempting to name and narrow the gaping void in the research of art history concerning film, the Conference of German Art Historians published its proceedings entitled Kunst und Künstler im Film [Art and Artists in Film]. For the first time different formats were being discussed and new fields of research for art history opened up. The book Das bewegte Bild. Film und Kunst [The moving image. Film and art] continues in this vein, widening the field from the perspective of art history with discussions on intermediality and contemporary artistic practices in which film and the arts merge. Apart from these collections of essays, very few publications exist to this day that extensively reflect on the specific problems connected to the strained relationship between art and film. One of them is L’Œil interminable. Cinéma et peinture [The endless eye. Cinema and painting] by the film historian Jacques Aumont, who analyzes the differences and relationships of painting and film from the perspectives of imagery and pictoriality. However, Aumont concludes that it is ultimately impossible to treat a film as if it were a painting (1989, 251).

Rather than comparing painting and film as media, Angela Dalle Vacche is interested in the staging of painting in film. In her book Cinema and Painting she sets off the relationship of painting and film with an approach that looks at how art historically acclaimed pictures influence the filmic narrative. Choosing films from different cultural contexts,7 she analyzes different “genres” of art history from a cinematographic perspective. Recognizing how film provides an opportunity for art history to look at art works from a new point of view, Dalle Vacche notes that “either film is plagued by a cultural inferiority complex and therefore obsessively cites other art forms, or it is self-confident enough to move beyond this state of dependency and arrive at the point where it can teach something new to art historians” (1997, 3). It seems that the art historian Katharina Sykora shares this opinion concentrating on the role of portrait painting in classic Hollywood films in her book As You Desire Me. She is less interested in the boundaries between the media than in “possible inversions, relativations, and deconstructions of rigid genre and gender attributions becoming visible through the intermingling of painting and film” (2003, 8). Sykora examines gender roles, authorship, and intermediality in the pairing of media, allowing insights into the narrative functions and theoretical positions of portrait paintings in feature films.

In his work Art and Artists on Screen, John A. Walker is interested in the depiction of art and artists in film. He compares biopics on artists from Europe and Hollywood with films in which fictitious artists are the protagonists and asks about the historical accuracy in the representation of artists in film and the dominant images of artists in fictitious films. He also expands his inquiry into the representation of art works, art dealers, and art critics in film. Moreover he examines the genres of films on artists as well as documentaries on art in his attempt to find out what the circumstances for filmmakers should or could ideally be for trying to resolve the conflict between the values in art, education, and entertainment (Walker 1993, 1). The book provides extensive insight into the context and conditions of the production and reception of films; however, it does not focus on the aesthetic side of films.

Bernadette Walter’s work Das Bild des Künstlers im Spielund Dokumentarfilm [The image of the artist in feature and documentary films]8 illustrates an explicitly art historical approach. She analyzes the mythical roles of artists in feature and documentary films choosing two—the biopic Lust for Life by Vincente Minnelli and the artistic documentary of Jackson Pollock by Hans Namuth. By referring back to the art historical reception of Van Gogh and Pollock, she demonstrates to what extent the two artist characters were constructed both in the feature film and in the documentary.9

Barbara Schrödl’s publication Das Bild des Künstlers und seiner Frauen [The image of the artist and his wives] (2004) explores the use of artists in film from an ideological point of view. Citing from a long list of films, she examines the figure of the artist in feature films from Nazi Germany and the post-war era and demonstrates how much they were grounded in old artist myths. Following that, she analyzes the ideological use of artists in film and in agreement with Kracauer traces it back to the history of mentalities in Nazi and post-war Germany.

I will confine my analysis to just one segment of this wide field—the biopic on artists. This focus allows me to investigate the different and differentiated applications and inscriptions of art and artists in film and thus describe and develop a segment of the field of popular art history. In this genre, film, art, and artists not only join hands but they amalgamate.10 Using two cases in point—the biopics on Jackson Pollock and Jean-Michel Basquiat—I want to examine which art historical and biographical narrative patterns and which (pre-)figurations are being given preference and eventually how these stories are being staged in biographical films.

Art history in biopics

Biopics tell the life story or individual segments of the life of a well-known person. George Custen defines the genre: “A biopic … is minimally composed of the life, or the portions of the life, of a real person whose name is used. Other than that, the definition of what constitutes a biopic—and with it what counts as fame—shifts over with each generation.”11

Even though the film industry has been producing biopics since the advent of sound film and even though these are counted among the well-known genres,12 there exists very little scholarly literature on this subject. One of the reasons is given in Steve Neale’s study on Hollywood genres in which he observes that “the biopic has lacked critical—rather than industrial—esteem. The target of historians and of film critics and theorists alike, it has been the butt of jokes rather more than it has been the focus of serious analysis” (Neale 2000, 60). The genre is criticized as anecdotal, conventional, not artistic, and unrealistic. Marcia Landy has recognized this criticism, pointing out “the longstanding animus against mass culture and its lack of ‘seriousness,’ an animus based on distinctions between traditional and popular forms of knowledge” (Landy 1996, 155). A seminal study was published as late as 1992 when George Custen in his Bio/Pics: How Hollywood Constructed Public History examined the histories of production, of distribution and reception of almost 300 biopics that had been produced between 1927 and 1960. Apart from their history of reception, Custen explores the functioning of biopics underlining a close connection of the genre with the image politics and the star industry of the studio system. It is the first study that structurally and functionally addresses this genre; however, narrative theory is lacking in the book. Henry M. Taylor focuses on a narrative perspective in his book Rolle des Lebens. Die Filmbiographie als narratives System [Role of one’s life. Filmic biographies as a narrative system] (2002). He analyzes both genre and characters using narrative theory and discussing biopics based on biographical scholarship. In contrast, the book Ikonen Helden Außenseiter: Film und Biographie [Icons, heroes, and mavericks: Film and biography] addresses different aesthetic models for biopics and their social and cultural circumstances parallel to their narrative structures.13

Since biopics typically focus on biographical content they also refer to a historical reality. The question will therefore be one of balancing biographical reality, factuality, and fictionality, even though the feature film has to follow the many premises of Hollywood’s logics of production.14 According to Taylor, the genre “biopic” is characterized by “weak narration” in which the story is often told in episodes resorting to “stereotypical, mythical story patterns” (2002, 18) using other genres, but most often it is connected with melodrama. The narrative is based on a protagonist whose development is narrated according to the classic dramatic arc—the rise and fall ending with the death of the main character.15 It is irrelevant how “true” or “false” the cinematic narrative may be since, according to Custen, the relationship of biopics to historiography can only be compared with the relationship of “Caesar’s Palace” in Las Vegas to the history of architecture. He believes that this kind of narrative distorts reality considerably but is nevertheless able to convince the viewer of its own authenticity, concluding:

Hollywood biographies are real not because they are believable. Rather, one must treat them as real because despite the obvious distortions ranging from the minor to the outright camp, Hollywood films are believed to be real by many viewers. They represent, according to Hayden White, not a concrete illustration of history, a literal recapitulation of physical cause and effect, but rather types of behavior and explanation that comprise the category “history.” (Custen 1992, 7)

With this in mind we have to perceive biopics on artists as realities of their own that play a role for many people (in)forming their art historical knowledge; Custen’s research on Hollywood’s view of history becomes transferable to Hollywood’s view of art history.16 When asked about the educational purpose and the role of the art historical context in biopics on artists, Peter Brant, the producer of two biopics, said the following in an interview:

DB: Do you see these films as an educational tool for teaching us something about art?

PB: Yes. Even if the story is not a hundred percent accurate, even if the story is more romantic than historically exact, it is an inspiration. You see an artist in a very noble light, you see that he or she is very human. I like bringing very sophisticated subject matter to the public.

DB: Do you think that the story is more important than art historical accuracy?

PB: Well, I think it should be as close to art history as possible. But ultimately, I think you have to tell a story. You have to inspire.17

There is little doubt that the vague depictions of historical or art historical context in biopics that usually succumbs to the biographical narrative of the films is one of the reasons for the skepticism of art history towards this film genre. In addition, the choice of films and the way in which artists are represented in biopics are also influenced by the industry’s concerns for distribution that first of all concentrate on whether it will meet the demands of the mass market. Therefore, successful biographies or bestseller novels are generally used as models for the script. These models, according to Walker, serve on the one hand as ready-made narratives and on the other hand it seems that their success is a guarantee for the production companies that the product will have a greater chance to be successful.18 Regarding the choice of artists on whom a film was made, it can be noted that the artists are mostly painters and less commonly sculptors, photographers or video artists.19 Additionally, the historical character is always already deceased, a factor that limits the choice of artists to a large extent. Biographism, moreover, is a controversial area in art historical discussions even though it is reflected in many monographs on artists and in monographic exhibitions.20 Wölfflin’s concept of an “art history without names” (1915), concentrating on the artistic work while excluding biographical data to a large extent, is decidedly not the kind of art history that is being narrated in biopics.

Gender in genres

When concentrating on the history of a person, the notions attached to the gender of the artist will be reconstructed as well. Despite the postmodern discourse that propagates the end of the metanarratives, Silke Wenk has observed that “old myths of male mastery and male creative power continue being relevant and are still circulated, even if not as grand cohesive narratives” (Wenk 1997, 12). The quantitatively unequal distribution of the genders in the existing biopics of female artists mirrors this. Apart from Séraphine de Senlis, Frida Kahlo, Camille Claudel, and Artemisia Gentileschi there are no biopics on women in the fine arts.21 There are, however, a great number of biopics on male artists.22 The few biopics on female artists always feature an important influence of a male artist or a male partner in the vicinity of the female artist to be portrayed, as can be seen from Camille Claudel’s partner Auguste Rodin or from Frida Kahlo’s husband Diego Rivera; in the case of Artemisia Gentileschi, it is her artist father Orazio Gentileschi or for Séraphine de Senlis, the collector Wilhelm Uhde. Verena Kuni even goes so far as to call the biopics of female artists a sub-genre of male artist’s biopics.23

“Gender in genre” has actually evolved into a research field in other film genres as well;24 it also will be an important category in this work. By the different ways in which the
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