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        WHAT ARE YOU LOOKING AT?

        Will Gompertz is the BBC Arts Editor and
            was a director at the Tate Gallery for seven years. He has a particular interest in
            modern art and has written about the arts for The Times, the Guardian
            and the BBC. In 2009 he wrote and performed a sell-out one-man comedy show about modern
            art at the Edinburgh Festival. He was recently voted one of the world’s top fifty
            creative thinkers by New York’s Creativity magazine.

    
        To my wife, Kate, and children, Arthur, Ned, Mary
                and George

    
        Introduction

        What Are You Looking At?

        In 1972 the Tate Gallery in London
            purchased a sculpture called Equivalent VIII by Carl Andre, an American
            Minimalist artist. Made in 1966, it consists of 120 firebricks which, laid out as per
            the artist’s instructions, were configured into a two-brick deep rectangle. When
            the Tate exhibited the work in the mid-70s, it proved rather controversial.

        There was nothing particularly special about
            the light-coloured bricks; they could have been purchased by anybody for a few pennies
            each. The Tate Gallery paid over £2,000 for them. The British press had a collective
            meltdown. ‘Wasting our national cash on a pile of bricks!’ screamed the
            papers. Even the Burlington Magazine, a highbrow art periodical, asked,
            ‘Has the Tate gone mad?’ Why, one publication wanted to know, had the Tate
            squandered precious public money on something that ‘might have occurred to any
            bricklayer’?
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            ‘Sweetie,
                    “derivative” is not a nice word to say.’


        Roughly thirty years later and the Tate once
            again acquired an unusual artwork. This time they chose to buy a line of people.
            Actually, that’s not quite right. They didn’t buy the people per se,
            that’s illegal nowadays, but they did buy the line. Or, more precisely, a bit of
            paper upon which the Slovakian artist Roman Ondák had written the instructions for a
            performance artwork that involved hiring a handful of actors to form a line. He
            specified, on the piece of paper, that the actors create an artificial queue outside a
            doorway or inside an art exhibition. Once in position, or ‘installed’ in
            art-speak, they were all to adopt an air of patient expectation, as if waiting for
            something to happen. The idea being that their presence would intrigue and attract
            passers-by, who might then either join the queue (which, in my experience, they often
            did), or perhaps walk along beside it, eyebrows furrowed in quizzical inspection,
            wondering what they could be missing.

        It’s an amusing idea, but is it art?
            If a bricklayer could have come up with Carl Andre’s Equivalent VIII,
            then Ondák’s spoof queue could be considered to be at the more whimsical end of
            the Jackass genre. The media were bound to go nuts.

        Yet there was not so much as a murmur: no
            criticism, no outrage, not even a selection of wryly mocking headlines from the wittier
            members of the tabloid press – nothing. The only coverage the acquisition received was a
            couple of approving lines in the more artily inclined upmarket newspapers. So what has
            happened over those thirty years? What has changed? Why has modern and contemporary art
            gone from being widely seen as a bad joke to something that is respected and revered
            around the world?

        Money has something to do with it. A huge
            amount of cash has flowed into the art world over the last few decades. State finances
            have been lavished on smartening up old museums and building new ones. The fall of
            Communism and the deregulation of markets have led to globalization and the emergence of
            an international super-rich class, with art the sound investment of choice for the newly
            affluent. While stock markets have crashed and banks have gone bust, the value of
            top-end modern art has kept on rising, as has the number of people coming into the
            market. A few years ago, Sotheby’s, the international auction house, would reckon
            on having bidders from three countries represented in the room for one of its major
            modern art sales. That number can now be well over forty, including new wealthy
            collectors from China, India and South America. Which means basic market economics have
            come into play: it is a case of supply and demand, with the latter far outstripping the
            former. The value of highly regarded work by dead (therefore unproductive) artists –
            such as Picasso, Warhol, Pollock and Giacometti – continues to go up like an
            elevator.

        The price is being driven up by freshly
            minted bankers and shadowy oligarchs, ambitious provincial towns and tourist-orientated
            countries wanting to ‘do a Bilbao’ – that is, to transform their reputations
            and raise their profile by commissioning an eye-catching modern art gallery. They have
            all discovered that buying a mansion or building a state-of-the-art museum is the easy
            part; filling it with some half-decent art that will impress visitors is much harder.
            And that’s because there’s not a lot of it about.
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        And if there’s no high-quality
            ‘classic’ modern art available, the next best thing is
            ‘contemporary’ modern art (the work of living artists). Here, again, prices
            have risen inexorably for those artists deemed to be A-list, such as the American pop
            artist Jeff Koons.

        Koons is famous for producing a giant
            flower-encrusted Puppy (1992) (see Fig.
            21) as well as numerous aluminium cartoon figures that appear to have been made out
            of balloons. In the mid-1990s you could buy a work by Koons for a few hundred thousand
            dollars. By 2010 his candy-coloured sculptures were selling for millions. He had become
            a brand name, his art as instantly recognizable to those in the know as the Nike logo.
            He is one of many living artists who have become very wealthy in a remarkably short
            space of time on the back of this fine-art boom.

        Once-impoverished artists are now
            multi-millionaires with all the trappings of movie stars: celebrity friends, private
            jets, and an insatiable media keen to report their every glamorous move. The booming
            glossy-magazine sector of the late twentieth century was delighted to help build the
            public profile of this new media-savvy generation of artists. Images of colourful
            creative people standing alongside their colourful art, which had been hung in glitzy
            designer spaces in which the rich and famous mingled, were the kind of voyeuristic
            visual feast that the magazines’ aspirational readers eagerly
            devoured (the Tate Gallery even employed the publisher of Vogue to produce
            their Tate Members’ magazine).

        These publications, along with newspaper
            colour supplements, created a new, trendy, cosmopolitan audience for new, trendy,
            cosmopolitan art and artists. It was a youthful crowd bored by all those brown old
            paintings the previous generation venerated. No, the swelling ranks of contemporary
            gallery-goers wanted art that spoke of their time. Art that was fresh, dynamic and
            exciting: art that was about the here and now. Art that was like them: desirable and
            modern. Art that was a bit rock ’n’ roll: loud, rebellious, entertaining and
            cool.

        The problem this new audience has faced, the
            problem we all face when encountering a new work of art, is one of comprehension. It
            doesn’t matter if you are an established art dealer, a leading academic or a
            museum curator; anyone can find themselves at something of a loss when facing a painting
            or sculpture that is fresh out of an artist’s studio. Even Sir Nicholas Serota,
            the internationally respected boss of Britain’s Tate Gallery empire, finds himself
            confounded on occasion. He once told me that he can be a little ‘daunted’
            when entering an artist’s studio and seeing a new work for the first time.
            ‘I often don’t know what to think,’ he said. ‘I can find it very
            intimidating.’ That is quite an admission by a man who is a world authority on
            modern and contemporary art. What chance for the rest of us?

        Well, some, I’d say. Because I
            don’t think the real issue is about judging whether or not a brand new piece of
            contemporary art is good or bad – time will undertake that job on our behalf. It is more
            a question of understanding where and why it fits into the modern art story. There is a
            paradox about our love affair with modern art: on the one hand we are visiting museums
            such as the Pompidou in Paris, MoMA in New York and Tate Modern in London in our
            millions, while on the other, the most frequent response I get when starting a
            conversation on the subject is, ‘Oh, I don’t know anything about
            art.’

        This willing confession of ignorance is not due
            to a lack of intelligence or cultural awareness. I have heard it said by famous writers,
            successful movie directors, high-flying politicians and scholarly university academics.
            Of course they are all, without exception, wrong. They do know about art. They know
            Michelangelo painted the Sistine Chapel. They know Leonardo da Vinci painted the
                Mona Lisa. They almost certainly know that August Rodin was a sculptor and
            in most cases could name a work or two by him. What they really mean is that they know
            nothing about modern art. Actually, what they really, really mean is that they might
            know something about modern art – that Andy Warhol made an artwork containing some
            Campbell’s Soup cans for example – but they don’t get it. They can’t
            understand why something that they perceive a child might be able to do is apparently a
            masterpiece. They suspect, in their heart of hearts, that it’s a sham, but now
            that fashions have changed, find that it is not socially acceptable to say so.

        I don’t think it is a sham. Modern art
            (spanning roughly the period from the 1860s to the 1970s) and contemporary art
            (generally considered to be art produced by still living artists) is not a long-running
            gag being played by a few insiders on a gullible public. True, there are many works
            being produced today – the majority even – that will not stand the test of time, but,
            similarly, there will be some which have gone totally unnoticed that will, one day, be
            acknowledged as masterpieces. The truth is that the exceptional works of art created
            today, and over the last century, represent some of Man’s greatest achievements in
            the modern era. Only a fool would denigrate the genius of Pablo Picasso, Paul Cézanne,
            Barbara Hepworth, Vincent van Gogh and Frida Kahlo. You don’t need to be musical
            to know that Bach could write a tune or that Sinatra could sing one.

        In my opinion the best place to start when
            it comes to appreciating and enjoying modern and contemporary art is not to decide
            whether it’s any good or not, but to understand how it evolved from
            Leonardo’s classicism to today’s pickled sharks and unmade beds. As with
            most seemingly impenetrable subjects, art is like a game; all you
            really need to know is the basic rules and regulations for the once baffling to start
            making some sense. And while conceptual art tends to be seen as the offside rule of
            modern art – the one that people can’t quite get their head around or explain over
            a cup of coffee – it is surprisingly simple.

        Everything you need to know to get a handle
            on the basics can be found in this story of modern art covering over 150 years in which
            art helped change the world and the world helped change art. Each movement, each
            ‘ism’, is intricately connected, one leading to another like links in a
            chain. But they all have their own individual approaches, distinct styles and methods of
            making art, which are the culmination of a wide variety of influences: artistic,
            political, social and technological.

        It is a terrific story, and one that I hope
            will make your next trip to a modern art gallery slightly less intimidating and a little
            more interesting. It goes something like this …

    
        1

        The Fountain 1917

        Monday, 2 April 1917. In Washington the
            American president, Woodrow Wilson, is urging Congress to make a formal declaration of
            war on Germany. Meanwhile, in New York, three well-dressed youngish men leave a smart
            duplex apartment at 33 West 67th Street and head out into the city. They walk and talk
            and smile, occasionally breaking into restrained laughter. For the thin, elegant
            Frenchman in the middle, flanked by his two stockier American friends, such excursions
            are always welcome. He is an artist who has not yet lived in the city for two years:
            long enough to know his way around, too short a time to have become blasé about its
            exciting, sensuous charms. The thrill of walking southwards through Central Park and
            down towards Columbus Circle never fails to lift his spirits; the spectacular sight of
            trees morphing into buildings is, to him, one of the wonders of the world. As far as he
            is concerned, New York City is a great work of art: a sculpture park crammed full of
            marvellous modern exhibits that has more life and urgency than Venice,
            Man’s other great architectural creation.

        The trio ambles down Broadway, a shabby
            interloper between streets both rich and beautiful. As they approach midtown the sun
            disappears behind impenetrable blocks of concrete and glass, bringing a spring chill to
            the air. The two Americans talk across their friend, whose hair is swept back to expose
            a high forehead and bold hairline. As they talk he thinks. As they walk he stops. He
            looks into the window of a store selling household goods. He raises his hands, cupping
            his eyes to eliminate the reflection in the glass, revealing long fingers with manicured
            nails and powerful veins: there is something of a thoroughbred about him.

        The pause is brief. He moves away from the
            storefront and looks up. His friends have gone. He glances around, shrugs and lights a
            cigarette. Then he crosses the road, not to seek his friends, but to find the
            sun’s warm embrace. It is now 4.50 p.m. and a wave of anxiety has washed over the
            Frenchman. Soon the stores will close and there is something he desperately needs to
            buy.

        He walks a little faster. He tries to close
            his mind to all the visual stimuli around him, but his brain is unwilling to comply:
            there is so much to take in, to think about, to enjoy. He hears someone shout his name
            and looks up. It is Walter Arensberg, the shorter of his two friends, who has supported
            the Frenchman’s artistic endeavours in America almost from the moment he stepped
            off the boat back on a windy June morning in 1915. Arensberg is beckoning him to cross
            back over the road, past Madison Square and on to Fifth Avenue. But the notary’s
            son from Normandy has tilted his head upwards, his attention now focusing on an enormous
            concrete slice of cheese. The Flatiron Building captivated the French artist long before
            he arrived in New York, an early calling card from a city that he would go on to make
            his home.

        His initial encounter with the famous
            high-rise building was back when it was first built and he was still living in Paris. He
            saw a  photograph of the twenty-two-floor skyscraper taken by Alfred
            Stieglitz in 1903 and reproduced in a French magazine. Now, fourteen years later, both
            the Flatiron and Stieglitz, an American photographer-cum-gallery owner, have become part
            of his new-world life.

        His reverie is broken by another plaintive
            call from Arensberg, this time laced with a little frustration, as the stout patron and
            art collector waves vigorously at the Frenchman. The other man in their party stands
            next to Arensberg and laughs. Joseph Stella (1877–1946) is an artist too. He understands
            his Gallic friend’s precise yet wayward mind and appreciates his helplessness when
            confronted by an object of interest.

        United again, the three make their way south
            down Fifth Avenue. Before long they arrive at their destination: 118 Fifth Avenue, the
            retail premises of J. L. Mott Iron Works, a plumbing specialist. Inside, Arensberg and
            Stella stifle giggles while their companion ferrets around among the bathrooms and
            door-handles that are on display. After a few minutes he calls the store assistant over
            and points to an unexceptional, flat-backed, white porcelain urinal. Joined again by his
            friends, the group are informed by a wary store assistant that the model of urinal in
            question is a Bedfordshire. The Frenchman nods, Stella smirks and Arensberg, with an
            exuberant slap to the assistant’s back, says he’ll buy it.

        They leave. Arensberg and Stella go to call
            a taxi. Their quiet philosophical French friend stands on the sidewalk holding the heavy
            urinal, amused by the plan he has hatched for this porcelain pissotière: to use
            it as a prank to upset the stuffy art world. Looking down at its shiny white surface
            Marcel Duchamp (1887–1968) smiles to himself: he thinks it may cause a bit of a
            stir.

        After buying the urinal Duchamp takes it to
            his studio. He lays the heavy porcelain object on its back and turns it around, so it
            appears to be upside down. He then signs and dates it in black paint on the left-hand
            side of its outer rim, with the pseudonym ‘R. Mutt 1917’. His work is nearly
            done. There is only one more job remaining: he needs to give his urinal
            a name. He chooses Fountain. What had been, just a few hours beforehand, a
            nondescript, ubiquitous urinal has, by dint of Duchamp’s actions, become a work of
            art (see Fig. 1).
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            Fig.1 Marcel Duchamp,
                    Fountain, 1917, replica 1964


        At least it had in Duchamp’s mind. He
            believed he had invented a new form of sculpture: one where an artist could select any
            pre-existing mass-produced object with no obvious aesthetic merit, and by freeing it
            from its functional purpose – in other words making it useless – and by giving it a name
            and changing the context and angle from which it would normally be seen, turn it into a
            de facto artwork. He called this new form of art-making a ‘readymade’: a
            sculpture that was already made.

        It was an idea he had been working on for a
            few years, starting when he had attached a bicycle wheel and its front
            forks to a stool in his studio when still in France. At the time the construction had
            been for his own amusement; he liked to turn the wheel and see it spin. But subsequently
            he had begun to see it as an artwork.

        He had carried on the practice when he
            arrived in America, at one time buying a snow shovel upon which he wrote an inscription
            before hanging it from the ceiling by its handle. He signed it with his real name, but
            said ‘from’ and not ‘by’ Marcel Duchamp, thereby making his role
            in the process quite clear: this was an idea ‘from’ an artist as opposed to
            a work of art ‘by’ an artist. Fountain took the concept to another,
            very public and confrontational level. He was going to enter it into the 1917
            Independents Exhibition, the largest show of modern art that had ever been mounted in
            America. The exhibition itself was a challenge to America’s art establishment. It
            was organized by the Society of Independent Artists, a group of free-thinking,
            forward-looking intellectuals who were making a stand against what they perceived to be
            the National Academy of Design’s conservative and stifling attitude to modern
            art.

        They declared that any artist could become a
            member of their Society for the price of one dollar, and that any member could enter up
            to two works into the 1917 Independents Exhibition as long as they paid an additional
            charge of five dollars per artwork. Marcel Duchamp was a director of the Society and a
            member of the exhibition’s organizing committee. Which, at least in part, explains
            why he chose a pseudonym for his mischievous entry. Then again, it was Duchamp’s
            nature to play on words, make jokes and poke fun at the pompous art world.

        The name Mutt is a play on Mott, the store
            from which he bought the urinal. It is also said to be a reference to the daily comic
            strip ‘Mutt and Jeff’, which had first been published in the San
                Francisco Chronicle in 1907 with just a single character, A. Mutt. Mutt was
            entirely motivated by greed, a dim-witted spiv with a compulsion to gamble and develop
            ill-conceived get-rich-quick schemes. Jeff, his gullible sidekick, was
            an inmate of a mental asylum. Given that Duchamp intended Fountain to be a
            critique of greedy, speculative collectors and pompous museum directors, it is an
            interpretation that would appear plausible. As does the suggestion that the initial
            ‘R.’ stands for Richard, a French colloquialism for a
            ‘moneybags’. With Duchamp nothing was ever simple; he was, after all, a man
            who preferred chess to art.

        Duchamp had other targets in mind when
            making the deliberate choice of selecting a urinal to turn into a
            ‘readymade’ sculpture. He wanted to question the very notion of what
            constituted a work of art as decreed by academics and critics, whom he saw as the
            self-elected and largely unqualified arbiters of taste. Duchamp thought it was for
            artists to decide what was and what was not a work of art. His position was that if an
            artist said something was a work of art, having influenced its context and meaning, then
            it was a work of art. He realized that although this was a fairly simple proposition to
            grasp, it could cause a revolution in the art world.

        He contested that the medium – canvas,
            marble, wood or stone – had, up until this point, dictated to an artist how he or she
            would or could go about making a work of art. The medium always came first, and only
            then would an artist be allowed to project his or her ideas on to it via painting,
            sculpting or drawing. Duchamp wanted to turn this around. He considered the medium to be
            secondary: first and foremost was the idea. Only after an artist had settled on and
            developed a concept would he or she be in a position to choose a medium, and it should
            be the one with which the idea could most successfully be expressed. And if that meant
            using a porcelain urinal, so be it. In essence, art could be anything as long as the
            artist said so. That was a big idea.

        There was another widely held view that
            Duchamp wanted to expose as bogus: that artists are somehow a higher form of human life.
            That they deserve the elevated status society bestows upon them due to a perception that
            they have exceptional intelligence, insight and wisdom. Duchamp thought
            that was nonsense. Artists took themselves and were taken far too seriously.

        The hidden meanings contained within
                Fountain don’t end in Duchamp’s wordplay and provocation. He
            specifically chose a urinal because as an object it has plenty to say, much of it
            erotic, an aspect of life that Duchamp frequently explored in his work. By turning the
            urinal upside down, it didn’t take much imagination to see its sexual
            connotations. This allusion was totally lost on those who sat alongside Duchamp on the
            committee, and was therefore not the reason why his co-directors refused to allow
                Fountain to be shown at the 1917 Independents Exhibition.

        When the artwork was delivered to the Grand
            Central Palace exhibition hall on Lexington Avenue a few days after Duchamp, Arensberg
            and Stella’s shopping trip, it immediately created a volatile mix of consternation
            and revulsion. Although the accompanying envelope from R. Mutt contained the required
            six dollars (one dollar membership, five dollars to have the work exhibited), the
            feeling among the majority of the Society’s directorate (there were some,
            including Arensberg and of course Duchamp, who were well aware of its provenance and
            purpose who argued passionately in its favour) was that Mr Mutt was taking the piss,
            which of course he was.

        Duchamp was challenging his fellow Society
            directors and the organization’s constitution that he had helped to write. He was
            daring them to fulfil the ideals that they had collectively set out, which was to take
            on the art establishment and the authoritarian voice of the conservative National
            Academy of Design with a new liberal, progressive set of principles: if you were an
            artist and you paid your money, then your work got exhibited. Period.

        The conservatives won the battle, but as we
            now know, spectacularly lost the war. R. Mutt’s exhibit was deemed too offensive
            and vulgar on the grounds that it was a urinal, a subject that was not considered a
            suitable topic for discussion among America’s puritan middle classes. Team Duchamp
            immediately resigned from the board. Fountain was never seen in
            public, or ever again. Nobody knows what happened to the Frenchman’s pseudonymous
            work. It has been suggested that it was smashed by one of the disgusted committee, thus
            solving the problem of whether to show it or not. Then again, a couple of days later, at
            his ‘291’ gallery, Alfred Stieglitz took a photograph of the notorious
            object, but that might have been a hastily remade version of the
            ‘readymade’. That too has disappeared.

        But the great power of ideas is that you
            cannot un-invent them. The Stieglitz photograph was crucial. Having Fountain
            photographed by one of the art world’s most respected practitioners, who also
            happened to run an influential modern art gallery in Manhattan, was important for two
            reasons: first, it was something of an endorsement by the artistic avant-garde that
            Duchamp’s Fountain was a legitimate work of art and therefore warranted
            being documented as such by a leading gallery and greatly revered figure. And second, it
            created a photographic record: documentary proof of the object’s existence. No
            matter how many times the naysayers smashed Duchamp’s work, he could take himself
            off back down to J. L. Mott’s, buy a new one and simply copy the layout of the R.
            Mutt signature from Stieglitz’s image. And that’s exactly what has happened.
            There are fifteen Duchamp-endorsed copies of Fountain to be found in
            collections around the world.

        It is weird when one of those copies is put
            out on display to observe people taking the thing so seriously. You see hordes of
            unsmiling art-worshippers craning their heads around the object, staring at it for ages,
            standing back, looking at it from all angles. It’s a urinal! It’s not even
            the original. The art is in the idea, not the object.

        The reverence with which Fountain
            is now treated would have amused Marcel Duchamp. He chose it specifically for its lack
            of aesthetic appeal (something he called anti-retinal). It is a ‘readymade’
            sculpture that was never shown in public, that was really only ever intended as a
            provocative prank, but it has gone on to become the single most influential artwork
            created in the twentieth century. The ideas it embodied directly influenced several
            major art movements, including Dada, Surrealism, Abstract Expressionism,
            Pop Art and Conceptualism. Marcel Duchamp is unquestionably the most revered and
            referenced artist among today’s contemporary artists, from Ai Weiwei to Damien
            Hirst.
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            ‘The one on the left is a
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        Yes, but is it art? Or is it simply a
            Duchampian joke? Has he made fools of us all as we scratch our chins and
            ‘appreciate’ the latest exhibition of conceptual contemporary art? Has he
            made Mutts out of the legions of chauffeur-driven collectors, the gullible
            ‘moneybags’ who have let avarice blind them into becoming proud owners of
            roomfuls of tat? And has his challenge to curators to be progressive and open-minded had
            the opposite effect? By proposing that an idea is more important than the medium, thus
            privileging philosophy over technique, has he constipated the art colleges with dogma
            and made them fearful and dismissive of craft? Or is he a genius who emancipated art from the darkness of its medieval bunker as Galileo had done for
            scientific discovery 300 years earlier, enabling it to flourish and unleash a
            far-reaching intellectual revolution?

        My view is the latter. Duchamp redefined
            what art was and could be. Sure, it still included painting and sculpture, but they were
            simply two media among countless others for communicating an artist’s idea. It is
            Duchamp who is to blame for the whole ‘is it art?’ debate, which of course
            is exactly what he intended. As far as he was concerned, the role in society of an
            artist was akin to that of a philosopher; it didn’t even matter if he or she could
            paint or draw. An artist’s job was not to give aesthetic pleasure – designers
            could do that; it was to step back from the world and attempt to make sense or comment
            on it through the presentation of ideas that had no functional purpose other than
            themselves. His interpretation of art was taken to its extreme with the performance art
            of people such as Joseph Beuys in the late 1950s and 60s, who became not only the
            creators of the idea but the medium for it as well.

        Marcel Duchamp’s influence is
            omnipresent throughout the story of modern art, whether as an early follower of Cubism
            or latterly as the father of Conceptualism. But he is not the only star of this story,
            which is rich with larger-than-life characters who all played major parts: Claude Monet,
            Pablo Picasso, Frida Kahlo, Paul Cézanne and Andy Warhol. Plus names that might not be
            as familiar, such as Gustave Courbet, Katsushika Hokusai, Donald Judd and Kazimir
            Malevich.

        Duchamp emerged from the story of modern
            art; he didn’t start it. It began before he was even born, in the nineteenth
            century, when world events conspired to make Paris the most intellectually thrilling
            place on the planet. It was a city fizzing with excitement: the smell of revolution
            still filled the air. More than a whiff of which was being inhaled by a group of
            buccaneering artists who were about to overturn the art establishment’s old world
            order and usher in a new age in art.

    
        2

        Pre-Impressionism: Getting Real
            1820–70

        It was an unusual incident. Made all the
            more so by the location.

        It was New York’s Museum of Modern Art
            (MoMA), shortly after opening time on a quiet Monday morning. I was the only person in a
            room filled with very special paintings and had quietly been preparing myself for some
            full-on art appreciation when an ugly commotion started at the entrance to the
            gallery.

        Without warning and with alarming alacrity
            the gift of sight was forcibly taken from a young boy. He hadn’t seen it coming
            and now he couldn’t see. The assault was overwhelmingly physical, the
            assailant’s intent purposeful and precise: the removal of the boy’s visual
            faculties.

        I watched with amazement as the little chap
            was brusquely marched past me and on towards the far side of the gallery by a wild-eyed
            – but exquisitely dressed – individual who was clearly working to a plan. The confused
            minor – off-balance and disorientated – tried to keep his feet out of
            harm’s way before being abruptly stopped and stationed with his nose barely an
            inch from the wall.

        The boy was breathing heavily now:
            bewildered and bothered. Before he could decide what to do, two hands jerked back across
            his face. He blinked a few times, and stared nervously ahead. Then came the
            questions.

        ‘So, what can you see?’ the
            boy’s captor demanded.

        ‘Nothing,’ he replied
            blankly.

        ‘Don’t be ridiculous, of course
            you can see something.’

        ‘Nothing, really, everything’s
            just a blur.’

        ‘Take a step back, then,’
            snapped the domineering voice.

        The boy extended his left leg backwards, and
            moved a pace away from the wall.

        ‘And …?’

        ‘Ermm … no, I can’t
            make anything out,’ the child said in a cracking, agitated voice. ‘Why are
            you doing this to me? What do you want me to say? You must know I can’t see
            anything.’

        The increasingly frustrated adult grabbed
            the boy by the shoulders and dragged him back about three metres before inquiring with
            obvious irritation, ‘Well … ?’

        The boy stood motionless, facing the wall:
            he said nothing. After a long silence he could contain his emotions no longer. He turned
            his head slowly towards his assailant.

        ‘That’s totally awesome,
            Mom.’

        His mother’s face disappeared behind a
            huge smile that revealed a perfect set of teeth and an inner glow of happiness that was
            beyond restraint. ‘I just knew you’d love it, darling,’ she trilled
            while enveloping the kid in a category-A hug, the sort dished out to children after
            near-fatal incidents or an exceptional piece of parent-pleasing behaviour.

        We were the only people in MoMA’s
            gallery looking at their famous Monets, although I was beginning to wonder if I existed,
            such was the mother and child’s obliviousness to my presence. But once she had released the boy, his mother turned to me with the embarrassed smile
            of an adult caught dancing to Beyoncé’s ‘Single Ladies’ by the lodger.
            She explained that I had witnessed the culmination of a plan that she had been hatching
            for months, ever since she had arranged to take her eldest son (he was ten apparently)
            on a trip to New York while her husband stayed home and looked after their other
            kids.

        She had figured that this was her only
            chance of imbuing the child with her appreciation of the magnificence of Monet’s
            three giant mural-sized Water Lily landscapes (c.1920), which
            dominated the room. It is an immersive experience for anybody, but for an uninitiated
            ten-year-old it could feel like being drowned in pinks and purples, violets and greens.
            Such is the overpowering nature of these late Monet ‘landscapes’ (there is
            not much land or sky to be seen, just reflections on water) that the little chap must
            have wished he’d brought along a snorkel.

        Monet (1840–1926) painted the triptych,
            which measures nearly 13 metres across, towards the end of his life, having spent days
            and months and years studying his beloved water garden at his home in Giverny. It was
            the effects of the ever-changing light on the surface of the water that so captivated
            the elderly artist. His eyesight might have been fading, but his sharp brain and gift
            for handling paint were just as present as they had been when he was a young man. As was
            his inclination to innovate. Traditionally landscape paintings place the viewer in an
            ideal position with clear visual points of orientation. Not so with Monet’s late
            ‘grand decoration’, where we are plunged into the midst of a pond without
            edges or corners, among iris plants and lilies, leaving us with little option other than
            to give in to his layers of mesmerizing multi-coloured paint.

        Apparently the inspiration for the
            mother’s eccentric plan was those irritating 3-D books of hidden images that kids
            were crazy about a while back but normal adults (me) could never fathom. It was her
            experience with these that prompted her decision to catch the poor boy unawares, wrap
            her hands around his eyes and march him as near to the canvas as she
            dared. And then make him slowly retreat. The hope being that Monet’s effervescent
            vision would gradually become clear in all its comprehensible glory, and thus stay with
            the boy for the rest of his life.

        And who can blame her for having a soft spot
            for Monet and his fellow Impressionists? For once, familiarity has bred not contempt but
            contentment. We have all seen examples of their paintings where up close they are just
            individual brushstrokes, but with each retreating step the subject miraculously emerges.
            We’ve seen them on biscuit tins, tea towels and battered boxes containing
            1,000-piece jigsaws. Edgar Degas’s ballet dancers, Claude Monet’s water
            lilies, Camille Pissarro’s leafy suburbia, and the well-dressed Parisian
            bourgeoisie hanging out in the metropolitan sunshine in Pierre-Auguste Renoir’s
            evocative paintings. No thrift store would consider itself adequately stocked without at
            least a smattering of such classic images reproduced on various cheap household items.
            The work of the Impressionists remains an omnipresent part of today’s visual
            vernacular. Barely a month goes by without a headline proclaiming that a great
            Impressionist painting has broken yet another auction record or been stolen by a
            sophisticated and crafty cat burglar.

        Impressionism is one modern art
            ‘ism’ with which the majority of us feel reasonably confident and
            comfortable. We accept, I think, that when compared with more recent modern art the
            paintings could be considered a bit passé, a tad safe and maybe suspiciously easy on the
            eye, but then, what’s wrong with that? They are lovely objects that depict
            recognizable scenes in a figurative manner. It is with unabashed romanticism that we
            view the Impressionists’ late-nineteenth-century pictures: the hazy, atmospheric
            and oh-so-French subjects, the romantic Parisian images of elegant picnics in the park,
            absinthe drinkers in bars, and steam-shrouded trains heading optimistically towards a
            sunny future. Within the context of modern art, the more traditionally minded consider
            the Impressionists the last group to produce ‘proper art’. They didn’t
            go in for all that ‘conceptual nonsense’ and those ‘abstract squiggles’ that came later, but produced paintings that are
            clear, beautiful and refreshingly inoffensive.

        Actually, that’s not quite right. At
            least, that’s not what people thought at the time. The Impressionists were the
            most radical, rebellious, barricade-breaking, epoch-making group of artists in the
            entire history of art. They underwent personal hardship and professional ridicule in
            dogged pursuit of their artistic vision. They ripped up the rulebook, metaphorically
            pulled their trousers down, and waved their collective derrières at the establishment
            before setting about instigating the global revolution we now call modern art. Many
            twentieth-century art movements, such as 1990s Brit Art, have been billed as subversive
            and anarchic, but in truth were far from it. The respectable-looking nineteenth-century
            Impressionist painters, on the other hand, were the original outlaws; they really
                were subversive and anarchic.

        Not in a predetermined way, but because they
            had no other choice. Here was a band of artistic brothers and sisters who had developed
            an original and compelling way of painting in and around Paris during the 1860s and 70s,
            but then found their path to artistic success blocked by an oppressive art
            establishment. What were they to do? Give up? Perhaps, if it had been another time and
            another place, but not in post-revolutionary Paris, where a spirit of rebellion
            continued to fire the souls of the city’s inhabitants.

        The trouble had started for the
            Impressionists when they fell foul of Paris’s all-powerful and stuffily
            bureaucratic Académie des Beaux Arts (the Academy). The Academy expected artists to make
            work based on mythology, religious iconography, history or classical antiquity in a
            style that idealized the subject. Such fakery didn’t interest this group of young,
            ambitious painters. They wanted to leave their studios and go outside to document the
            modern world around them. It was a bold move. Artists simply didn’t wander off and
            paint ‘low’ subjects such as ordinary people picnicking, or drinking or
            walking; it wasn’t the done thing. It would be like Steven Spielberg hiring
            himself out for wedding videos. Artists were expected to stay in their
            studios and produce picturesque landscapes or heroic images of human forms that harked
            back in time. That was what the great and the good demanded for the walls of their fine
            houses and the city’s museums, and that is what they got. Until the Impressionists
            came along, that is.

        They changed the game by breaking down the
            wall between studio and real life. Plenty of other artists had gone outside to observe
            and sketch their subject, but they would then go back to their studios to incorporate
            their observations into fictionalized scenes. The Impressionists mostly stayed outside,
            where they started and finished their paintings of modern metropolitan life. They had
            come to the conclusion that their new subject matter demanded a new technical approach.
            At the time the approved and accepted method of painting was in the Renaissance
            ‘Grand Manner’ of Leonardo, Michelangelo and Raphael, which had been
            exemplified in France by Nicolas Poussin (1594–1665) among others. Draughtsmanship was
            all. Art was about precision. A palette of earthy, tonal colours were to be blended and
            applied to the canvas with precise brushstrokes that over many, many hours and days of
            work could be honed to the point of imperceptibility. Through subtle gradations between
            light and shade, the objective was to produce a painting that gave the appearance of
            three-dimensional solidity.

        Which was fine when sitting in a warm room
            for weeks on end, elaborately rendering a dramatized scene. But the Impressionists were
            out painting en plein air, where the light changed constantly, quite unlike the
            controlled and artificial conditions of the studio. A fresh way of painting was called
            for – if they were to capture the sensation of a fleeting moment with any sense of
            truth, speed was now of the essence. There was no time to dwell on laborious gradations
            of light, because the next time the artist looked up it would have changed. Instead,
            urgent, rough, sketchily applied brushstrokes replaced the studied, blended refinement
            of the Grand Manner, brushstrokes that the Impressionists made no attempt to hide; quite
                the opposite – they accentuated their brushwork by painting in
            thick, short, colourful, comma-like bursts that added a sense of youthful energy to
            their paintings, reflecting the spirit of their age. Paint, for the Impressionists,
            became a medium whose material properties were being celebrated as opposed to being
            disguised behind the artifice of a pictorial illusion.

        Having committed themselves to working on
            location in front of their subject, it became the Impressionists’ obsession to
            reproduce accurately the light effects they saw before their eyes. This requires the
            artist to banish preconceived notions about object and colour from his or her mind –
            such as ripe strawberries being red – and instead paint the colour hues and tones as
            seen at that particular moment in the natural light – even if that means painting a
            strawberry blue.

        They pursued this agenda relentlessly,
            producing pictures that contained a range of bright colours the like of which had not
            been seen before. Today they look unremarkable, almost muted, in our high-definition
            world of television and cinema, but back in the nineteenth century they were as
            startling as a hot summer in England. The reaction from the sombre-minded Academy was
            predictable, condemning the paintings as infantile and inconsequential.

        The Impressionists were derided and
            dismissed as artistic upstarts; condemned for producing art that amounted to nothing
            more than ‘mere cartoons’, and criticized for not making ‘proper
            paintings’. The Impressionists were upset by the reaction but not defeated. They
            were an intelligent, belligerent and self-confident bunch; they shrugged their shoulders
            and carried on.

        They chose their moment well. All the
            necessary ingredients were gathered in Paris to make a break with tradition possible:
            violent political change, rapid technological advances, the emergence of photography,
            and exciting new philosophical ideas. As the bright young things sat in cafés talking,
            they watched their city physically changing before their eyes. Paris was being turned
            from a medieval maze into a state-of-the-art city. Broad, light and airy boulevards were
            replacing the old dark, dank and squalid streets. It was a visionary
            piece of urban regeneration led by a can-do bureaucrat called Baron Haussmann, who had
            been commissioned by Napoleon III.

        ‘The Emperor of the French’, as
            he styled himself, shared some of the military nous of his famous uncle and could see
            that Paris’s makeover would not only provide a suitably sophisticated response to
            London’s Regency splendour, but also give him a fighting chance of staying in
            power. Because with the urban regeneration came superb city-wide sightlines, providing
            the crafty autocrat with a tactical advantage should any dissenting Parisians fancy more
            civil disobedience laced with revolutionary intent.

        And while it was all change in the city, so
            innovation was impacting on the technical side of painting. Until the 1840s artists
            using oil paint were largely limited to working in their studios, as there was no easily
            portable container for their colours. Then the idea of putting oil paint into small
            colour-coded tubes was introduced, which gave the more intrepid painter the opportunity
            to paint directly on to canvas outside on location. The compulsion to do so was
            heightened by the advent of photography, a new medium in which many young up-and-coming
            artists had taken an interest. Of course, in some respects this exciting, cheap,
            accessible image-producer posed a threat to artists, who had previously had an
            unrivalled position as picture creators for the rich and powerful. But for the
            Impressionists the new opportunities photography created were far greater than any
            threat. Not least the effect it had in stimulating the public’s appetite for
            images of everyday Parisian life.

        The road to the future was apparent, but it
            was being blocked by the Academy, whose intransigence would, ironically, provide the
            grit in the oyster for the modern art pearl to form. It excelled in its duty to protect
            the country’s rich aesthetic heritage, but was hopelessly backward-looking when it
            came to nurturing its artistic future.

        This was a major problem for the
            experimental young artists seeking to make paintings and sculptures that reflected their
            time: a problem that was compounded by the Academy’s dominance,
            which went beyond academia and into commerce. Their annual art exhibition, known as the
            Paris Salon, was France’s most prestigious showcase for new art, putting the
            selection committee in the position of king-makers and career-breakers. If they chose to
            show a work by a new artist it could set him up for life, and conversely, their refusing
            to do so could ruin his chances of future success. Collectors and art dealers would
            attend the Salon en masse, wide-eyed and with bulging wallets, ready to snap up a
            painting by a hot new Academy-approved artist or to buy the latest offering from an
            established name; it was the place from which a large amount of newly created French art
            was bought.

        The Impressionists were not the first
            artists to be frustrated by the Academy. As early as the first quarter of the nineteenth
            century, grumblings about the institution’s suffocating conservatism could be
            heard. Théodore Géricault (1791–1824), a brilliant young painter, observed: ‘The
            Academy, alas, does too much: it extinguishes the sparks of this sacred fire [gifted
            artists]; it smothers it, not granting nature the time to allow it to catch. A fire must
            be nurtured, yet the Academy throws on too much fuel.’

        Géricault died too young, aged just
            thirty-three. But not without first painting one of the most important pictures of the
            century. The Raft of the Medusa (1818–19) depicts the real and horrific
            consequences of an incompetent French sea captain’s decision to sail too close to
            the shoreline off Senegal. Géricault renders the grim human catastrophe of the resulting
            shipwreck with unflinching detail. He ups the emotional ante by using a theatrical style
            of painting much favoured by the likes of Caravaggio and Rembrandt called
            ‘chiaroscuro’, where bold contrasts between light and shade are accentuated
            to dramatic effect. At the centre of the painting, there is a muscular man lying face
            down. He is dead. But the model upon whom Géricault is said to have based this figure
            was very much alive and painting. He was a young artist from the upper echelons of
            Parisian society called Eugène Delacroix (1798–1863).

        Delacroix’s innovations were of great
            consequence to the Impressionists, who shared his determination to produce paintings
            that reflected the vivacity of contemporary France. Although his paintings tended to be
            of historical subjects, he had realized – before any of the Impressionists were born –
            that quick, energetic brushstrokes could, to some extent, recreate on canvas the intense
            energy of French revolutionary life: it was about capturing the mood of the moment. Or,
            as he put it, ‘If you are not skilful enough to sketch a man jumping out of a
            window in the time it takes him to fall from the fourth storey to the ground, you will
            never be able to produce great works.’

        It was a pointed remark aimed at his
                bête noire and fellow countryman Jean Auguste Dominique Ingres (1780–1867),
            an artist who slavishly toed the Academy’s neoclassical line, sharing their
            fixation with the past and – as Delacroix saw it – their ridiculous favouring of
            draughtsmanship over painting. He summed his position up thus: ‘Cold exactitude is
            not art … the so-called consciousness of the majority of painters is only
            perfection applied to the art of boring. People like that, if they could, would work
            with the same minute attention on the back of their canvas.’

        Delacroix started to use unmixed, pure
            colour pigment to add boldness and vibrancy to his pictures. He applied it with the
            swashbuckling élan of d’Artagnan, eschewing the Academy’s much-loved clarity
            of line and concentrating more on the shimmering visual effect of having contrasting
            colours set against one another. At the 1831 Salon he presented a painting that would
            cause a sensation: a picture that was technically innovative while also portraying a
            subject containing enough political dynamite for it to be removed from public view for
            over thirty years.

        Liberty Leading the People (1830)
            (see Plate 1) is now recognized as a
            masterpiece of the Romantic era and hangs in the Louvre in Paris. Back in 1830, though,
            its pro-republican message was thought so powerful as to be considered politically
            inflammatory by the French monarchy. The painting’s main character is a strident
            woman, personifying Liberty, rallying rebel fighters in the midst of
            battle and leading them over the bodies of the fallen. In one hand she waves the
                tricolore flag of the French Revolution, and in the other she grips a
            bayoneted musket. The scene alludes to the overthrow of the last Bourbon king, Charles X
            (who had been an enthusiastic collector of Delacroix’s art) in July 1830, an event
            about which the politically cunning Delacroix clearly took sides, writing in a letter to
            his brother, ‘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 restored
            my good spirits.’

        The subject was contemporary (some say that
            the man in the top hat to Liberty’s right is Delacroix himself, supporting the
            insurrection), but the image is romanticized: the pyramidal structure (a compositional
            device that his friend Géricault had employed in The Raft of the Medusa) serves
            to elevate the heroism of Liberty (it was upon this, Delacroix’s vision of
            Liberty, that the Statue of Liberty is based – the famous landmark having been a gift
            from France to America). And there’s a classical allusion too: the spiralling
            drapery wrapping Liberty is a reference to the famous Hellenistic sculpture the Nike of
            Samothrace, which also served to give the picture its powerful pro-democracy political
            message (Delacroix, of course, would have been fully aware that the concept of democracy
            was of ancient Greek origin).

        The po-faced academicians accepted the
            picture, ignoring, one assumes, Delacroix’s subversive treatment of Liberty.
            Instead of depicting her body with classically clean lines, he added great tufts of
            underarm hair; a touch of truthful representation that is likely to have had the
            academicians reaching for the smelling salts.

        Liberty Leading the People is a
            virtuoso display of modern painting techniques with its vivid colours, attention to
            light, and brisk brushstrokes, all of which would be central elements of the
            Impressionism movement some forty years later. But Delacroix’s painting was a
            fictional scene, whereas the Impressionists were in search of the truth and nothing but the truth. Their inspiration for that came from another, rather less
            sophisticated individual.

        If Delacroix was France’s greatest
            Romantic painter, then Gustave Courbet (1819–77) was her most accomplished Realist. The
            younger Courbet admired Delacroix (and vice versa), but had no time for all the
            whimsical make-believe and classical allusion found in paintings of the Romantic period.
            He wanted to get real, and paint ordinary subjects that the Academy and polite society
            considered to be vulgar, like the poor.

        Mind you, if they found the realism of a
            painting featuring a peasant on a pathway crude, they would have choked on their fine
            wine had they seen Courbet’s treatment of another subject. His painting The
                Origin of the World (1866) (see Fig. 2) is
            one of the most notorious works in art history, famed for its blunt, no-holds-barred
            portrayal of a naked female torso shown only from breast to thigh, with legs wide open,
            and cropped by Courbet to achieve maximum (porno) graphic effect. It is a sexually frank
            picture that is not for the squeamish now; back then it was for private eyes only. In
            fact, it remained that way for over 100 years, until 1988 when it was shown for the
            first time in a public exhibition.

        Courbet delighted in his reputation as a
            rough, tough, hard-drinking artist with a fighter’s taste for conflict. He was a
            proto shock-jock, a man of the people, who knew that his popularity among his fellow
            countrymen gave him a very large stick with which to beat and prod the establishment.
            When the academicians called him vain, he shrugged. When they criticized his work for
            perceived errors in scale and for showing scenes of downtrodden, common contemporary
            France, he went and painted more of the same.

        Delacroix’s Romanticism had introduced
            vivid colour and flair to painting, while Courbet’s Realism brought the
            unfettered, non-idealized truth about ordinary life (he boasted he never lied in his
            paintings). Both artists rejected the rigidity of the Academy and the neo-classicist
            Renaissance style. But the conditions were not yet right for the
            Impressionists. Before they could lead art into a new age, there first needed to be an
            artist who could combine Delacroix’s painterly virtuosity with Courbet’s
            unflinching realism.
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            Fig. 2. Gustave Courbet,
                    The Origin of the World, 1866


        That role fell to Édouard Manet (1832–83),
            the most reluctant of rebels. His father was a judge who had fostered in his son an
            inclination to stay on the right side of the law. But Manet’s artistic heart ruled
            his conformist head – with a little help from a maverick uncle who took him to art
            galleries and encouraged his serious-minded nephew to take up the life of an artist.
            Which he eventually did, after a couple of failed attempts to pacify his father by
            joining the Navy. Oddly for someone who so desperately wanted his work to be recognized
            by the Academy – once saying the Salon was ‘the real field of battle’ – he took a rather confrontational approach. If you were to list the
            attributes by which the academicians judged the quality of an artwork, we know what they
            would demand: muted, finely blended colours, classical allusions, an exquisitely drawn
            line, idealized representation of the human form and aspirational subjects.
            Manet’s first stab at Academy approval failed to conform to any of those
            requirements.

        The Absinthe Drinker (1858–9) is a
            portrait of a Parisian low-life: a down-and-out drunk living on the margins of society,
            a victim of the city’s ongoing modernization. It was a subject the Academy would
            generally deem unworthy of portrayal. Manet made sure that was the case by painting the
            vagrant as a full-length portrait, a format usually reserved for the revered (a point
            Manet acknowledges with irony by dressing his vagabond respectably in a black top hat
            and cape). The Absinthe Drinker perches on a low wall, as does a full glass of
            the strong liquor to his right. He stares drunkenly over the viewer’s left
            shoulder into the middle distance, the evidence of his intoxication made apparent by an
            empty bottle lying at his feet. It is a dark, menacing portrait.

        That Manet had not chosen an appropriate
            subject was a mark against him as far as the academicians were concerned: a tally he
            doubled with its technical style. He had not painstakingly rendered his portrait in the
            approved Grand Manner of Raphael, Poussin and Ingres, but had produced a flat, almost
            two-dimensional image by applying large blocks of colour with barely a transitional tone
            between them. He optimistically entered The Absinthe Drinker to the Salon
            committee for consideration. Perhaps they’d have a sneaking regard for the modern
            way in which he had left unblended sections of colour that made for stark contrasts
            between light and shade? Could it be possible that they might admire his courage when
            removing fine detail in order to create a sense of atmosphere and coherent design?
            Surely they’d appreciate his unsentimental treatment of the subject and his method
            of painting, which was looser and bolder than the norm? Maybe, Manet
            thought, the academicians would like his innovative picture?

        They did not. It was dismissed with
            disdain.

        Manet was deeply upset by the
            Academy’s rejection, but he wasn’t about
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