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is a precondition of human self-consciousness [455]. 
These works have a power that it is tempting to call 
spiritual, infusing the landscape with a northern 
sense of wonder, a quality they share with the pri-
meval forests of Albrecht  Altdorfer (c.1480–1538). 
Their emphatically indigenous imagery was shaped 
by the rise of nationalist feeling in the wake of the 
Napoleonic occupation, which long made German 
artists wary of French influence. 

In England, John Constable (1776–1837), an al-
most exact contemporary of Friedrich, pursued very 
different goals. Raised by a relatively prosperous 
family living near the Stour River in Suffolk, he 
devoted most of his creative energies to depicting 
the tranquil, cultivated landscape of Dedham Vale, 
familiar to him since childhood. He shared with 
seventeenth-century Dutch landscape painters a 
taste for windswept skies and picturesque natural 
incident, but his was a peculiarly English vision 
with affinities to the poetry of William Wordsworth 
(1770–1850). Focusing on the earthy particulars 
of farming and milling, he rendered trees, canals, 
hedgerows, and even dungheaps with a loving hand. 
His eye for the telling detail was sharp, but as he 
grew older his handling became increasingly free, 
often boldly calling attention to the movement of his 
brush. This evolution registered his growing desire 
to evoke, through select particulars, the mysterious 
flux of natural process. This aim is most appar-
ent in agitated oil studies and precisely observed 
watercolours of cloud formations not intended for 
exhibition, but it also informs many of his finished 
paintings [456]. 

Joseph Mallord William Turner (1775–1851) pro-
duced large-scale works that were even more experi-
mental, specializing in effects of atmosphere and 
colour that tend to dissolve form. Although widely 
censured for his lack of finish (‘pictures of nothing, 
and very like’, quipped one observer in 1816), he was 
supported by his fellow academicians, partly because 
of his preference for prestigious subject-matter. He 
venerated Claude, the Classical landscape painter 
par excellence; indeed, he combined this master’s 
atmospheric tonalism with epic imagery consistent 
with modern theories of the sublime [445, 454].

settled in London, was more tactful in expressing 
his dissent. He pursued the grand manner, but in 
ways distinctly at odds with Reynolds’s pedagogic 
agenda, cultivating stylized forms, extravagant 
gestures, and horrific subject-matter. Even so, he 
long served as president of the Royal Academy, an 
indication that such institutions were not always the 
bastions of aesthetic intolerance they are sometimes 
made out to be. 

The first half of the nineteenth century was an 
exceptionally rich one for landscape painting, which 
assumed new forms consistent with contemporary 
theoretical preoccupations and market conditions. 
Neoclassical landscapes in the tradition of Claude 
and Poussin continued to be produced, but they were 
less indicative of pervasive trends than other modes 
more responsive to subjectivist priorities. 

The greatest German landscape painter of the 
Romantic period was Caspar David Friedrich 
(1774–1840), whose work was greatly influenced 
by contemporary German philosophy, notably the 
Jena school. Echoing Novalis, he maintained that 
the artist should paint ‘what he sees within himself ’ 
as well as ‘what he sees before him’. Picturing misty 
mountaintops, seaside vistas, cemeteries, and forests 
in a style simultaneously meticulous and mysteri-
ous, his canvases have a modern character that 
transcends their Romantic motifs. This is due in part 
to the spareness of their compositions, which often 
have an emblematic quality bordering on abstrac-
tion. To an even greater degree, however, it results 
from Friedrich’s distinctive way with landscape 
conventions. He used them to stimulate reflection 
about the dynamics of human cognition, a proj-
ect analogous to the philosophical one of Johann 
Gottlieb Fichte (1762–1814) and Georg Wilhelm 
Friedrich Hegel (1770–1831). In Friedrich’s hands, 
a heightened formal tension between foreground 
and background can evoke the enigmatic interplay 
between inner life and outer world. His pictures 
often showcase figures seen from behind, a device 
that simultaneously facilitates and frustrates the 
viewer’s psychological entry into the picture, in effect 
restaging the estrangement from the natural world 
that, according to the German idealist philosophers, 

was a profoundly aristocratic temperament, and 
the most ambitious undertaking of his maturity 
was a cycle of ceiling paintings for the library of 
the French Senate in which he explored themes 
drawn from the Classical tradition. Nonetheless, 
the antithetical relationship between Ingres and 
Delacroix, as defined in 1827, proved tenacious as 
a critical framework for the assessment of contem-
porary French production.

Ambitious figure painting imbued with the 
Romantic sensibility flourished outside of France, 
too. The greatest Spanish artist of the era was 
Francisco de Goya (1746–1828). His early work is in 
a charming Rococo style, but in the 1790s he turned 
to bleak subjects and experimental handling – not 
only in his oils but in his prints, a medium in which 
he produced unforgettable images that are stri-
dently anticlerical and reformist. This is remarkable, 
for from the mid-1780s he worked for the Spanish 
Crown and in 1799 was named first painter to the 
king. Goya went so far as to paint official portraits 
of Charles IV and his family that, at least to modern 
eyes, are blatantly unflattering. His many depictions 
of violence, madness, and disaster can still unsettle 
[448], as can his The Third of May, 1808 [444]. While 
it served to re-establish Goya’s credibility with the 
restored Bourbon king Ferdinand VII (the artist had 
worked for Joseph Bonaparte during the French oc-
cupation), he transformed this rendition of French 
soldiers executing Spanish resisters into a searing 
indictment of all political violence, using brusque 
handling to underscore the slaughter’s brutality.

In England, the academic ideals defined by 
Reynolds’s Discourses were increasingly contested 
after his death. William Blake (1757–1827), the great 
poet who also produced visionary illustrations of 
his own texts, found Reynolds’s influence pern
icious. Blake was a loner from the start, but the same 
cannot be said of James Barry (1741–1806), who 
devoted himself to history painting at the urging 
of Reynolds himself but later attacked the master’s 
memory; injudicious remarks about his colleagues 
led to his expulsion from the Royal Academy, and 
he ended his life in abject poverty [449]. Henry 
Fuseli (1741–1825), an artist of Swiss origin who 

with the patron’s propagandist aims. In this respect, 
it points to a difficulty henceforth confronted by 
many artists: how to honour both the dictates of their 
artistic consciences and the demands of powerful 
patrons. Such tensions were not new, but growing 
acceptance of the prerogatives of the artistic imagin
ation tended to weaken the bargaining power of 
collectors avid for works by specific painters.

Like Gros, Géricault was partial to modern themes, 
but he chose them for himself, and he favoured 
controversial subjects. His most famous painting, 
The Raft of the Medusa [446], was designed to em-
barrass the authorities, and at the time of his early 
death – a circumstance that fostered his elevation to 
Romantic sainthood – he was planning large works 
that would have been even more abrasive: depic-
tions of a contemporary slave market and a murder 
whose grotesque particulars were ripped from the 
headlines. Géricault’s influence on French painting 
was considerable, but few artists followed the peril-
ous example he set in the Raft, directly challenging 
the government on a monumental scale. 

Despite his unorthodox subjects, Géricault’s 
style was essentially consistent with academic pre-
cepts. His friend Delacroix, the other leading light 
of French Romanticism, could almost be said to 
have reversed this equation, at least in his maturity. 
He cultivated a more organic approach to compo-
sition and championed the expressive power of 
colour. After a trip to Morocco in 1832 that confirmed 
these tendencies, he represented scenes from North 
African life and canonical themes drawn from the 
Bible and the Classics, with an occasional foray 
into Shakespeare, Byron, and Sir Walter Scott. But 
at the start of his career he broached more contro-
versial subjects (the Greek war of independence, the 
1830 Revolution), and his pre-eminent position in 
French art was assured by The Death of Sardanapalus 
[453], a work of resplendent colourism and salacious 
violence. Shown at the Salon of 1827 with Ingres’s 
Apotheosis of Homer [452], to which it provided an 
irresistibly convenient stylistic and thematic foil, the 
Sardanapalus marked Delacroix forever in public 
memory as a Romantic firebrand. The persistence 
of this persona later irritated him: in the end, his 
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ship and monumental form, as evidenced by his 
grave yet affecting Three Women in Church [463].

In certain respects, the agenda of the English 
Pre-Raphaelite Brotherhood falls squarely within 
Realist parameters. Founded in 1848 by William 
Holman Hunt (1827–1910), Dante Gabriel Rossetti 
(1828–82), and John Everett Millais (1829–96), the 
group aimed to sweep deadening idealist formula 
from British art by following the example set by 
fifteenth-century Italian and northern masters, 
whose naturalist particularism and ardent sincer-
ity they sought to make their own. One of their 
most striking innovations, sanctioned by Flemish 
precedent, was technical: the application of thin 
layers of oil over a wet white ground. They often 
painted out of doors, a practice that fostered the 
sometimes garish brilliance of their canvases. Ford 
Maddox Brown (1821–93) was never a member of 
the group, but he shared many of its goals, notably 
its relentless quest for visual fidelity, as evidenced 
by The Last of England [462], a depiction of a family 
emigrating to Australia that almost makes us hear 
the snap of the sea wind.

Victorian artists with less self-consciously reform-
ist goals also contributed to the anti-idealist trend. 
The case of William Powell Frith (1819–1909) reveals 
how a naturalist style could serve ends that were 
anything but critical. His panoramic depictions of a 
resort beach, a train station, and a race course [464] 
treat emblematic modern subjects that would soon 
be taken up by the Impressionists, but his anecdotal, 
essentially narrative approach resulted in works that 
exploited rather than challenged accepted notions 
of aesthetic viability.

French Realism was given a new orientation in 
the 1860s: colour schemes grew brighter, handling 
became freer, and, while landscape remained an im-
portant genre for the new generation, urban subjects 
moved centre stage. Painters now sought to express 
both the exuberance and the dispersed, alienated 
quality of modern metropolitan life, focusing not 
on the lower orders but on the urban middle class. 
This redirection was pioneered by Édouard Manet 
(1832–83), a bridge to the Impressionists whose 
work nonetheless stands apart from theirs, despite 

various social strata are represented as cohering 
– awkwardly – into a single, sacred communal or-
ganism, the virtual alignment of the figures’ heads 
serving to convey their equal status before Death, the 
ultimate leveller – given extraordinary immediacy 
by having the grave bleed into the viewer’s space. 
The fact that the composition’s additive character 
was largely determined by the circumstances of its 
execution – the dimensions of Courbet’s studio in 
Ornans, where the canvas was painted, precluded 
his moving very far back to assess the effect, and 
the number of locals lobbying for inclusion grew 
day by day – makes the thunderous power of the 
result still more impressive.

Courbet was far from alone in broaching such 
themes; there was a veritable explosion of depictions 
of French rural life in the post-1848 Salons, but few 
adepts of Realism managed to fuse ideological au-
dacity and formal invention with anything like his 
success. One candidate, however, is Jean-François 
Millet (1814–75), who early allied himself with the 
maverick Barbizon landscape painters. While sym-
pathetic to republican ideals, by temperament Millet 
was more conciliatory than Courbet. The Gleaners 
(1857) [461] is a relatively frank depiction of women 
performing back-breaking work, but Millet’s visual 
language is resonant of Poussin and Virgil, mainstays 
of the Classical tradition; while ennobling these 
labourers, his acknowledgements of contemporary 
political developments are oblique. As a result, many 
collectors and critics found Millet’s work more palat-
able than Courbet’s, but both artists were deemed 
‘dangerous’ by conservative reviewers unnerved by 
the social and political sea-changes transforming 
the world around them. 

The mid-century turn towards visual fact was 
not limited to France. In Germany, Adolph Menzel 
(1815–1905) produced ambitious treatments of mod-
ern subjects, notably an iron-rolling mill, but he is 
most compelling in works that embody the tensions 
between his academic training and the dispersed, 
disorienting quality of modern experience [482]. 
Wilhelm Leibl (1844–1900), one of many German 
artists greatly influenced by Courbet, reconciled 
crystalline handling with meticulous draughtsman-

reform was Gustave Courbet (1819–77). Raised near 
the Swiss border of France, in 1839 he headed to Paris, 
where he trained himself as best he could outside of 
the official academic system. Despite his provincial 
origins, Courbet was no peasant (his father was 
the wealthiest landowner in his native village of 
Flagey), but he soon realized that he could turn his 
rough edges to account by refashioning them into a 
high-profile contrariant persona consistent with his 
artistic ambitions. In the heady liberal atmosphere 
of the short-lived Second Republic, Courbet, par-
roting one of his critics, wrote that his aim was 
indeed to ‘drag art down from its pedestal’, and he 
did not reject the label ‘Socialist painter’. Even so, 
he was alert to the dangers posed by a conception 
of artistic practice that was too narrowly ideologi-
cal. In the breakout moment of his career (1848–55), 
he managed to translate his socialism into a bold 
visual poetry. 

In The Stonebreakers (1849, destroyed in the 
Second World War), Courbet depicted an old man, 
aided by a young boy, wielding his hammer over a 
pile of rocks. The faces of the two figures are obscured 
to indicate the dehumanizing quality of their work; 
the implication that the boy will end up just like his 
elder colleague is clear. Courbet had an unparalleled 
ability to manipulate paint in ways that press home 
its origins as humble matter. Here he used such 
handling to produce an emblematic expression of 
the ideals of the 1848 Revolution, which brought 
the issue of French rural labour to the forefront 
of political discourse for the first time. The figures 
are rendered almost lifesize, a gesture that both en-
nobles their exertions and intimates a threat. After 
the Revolution, there was considerable anxiety in 
Paris about the recent enfranchisement of the rural 
population, a circumstance Courbet deftly embed-
ded in his picture: if the man were to rise from 
his bent-knee crouch, he would literally burst the 
bounds of the containing visual field. The much 
larger A Burial in Ornans (1849) [460], a frieze-like 
depiction of an interment outside Courbet’s native 
town, likewise manipulates the rhetoric of contem-
porary painting in unorthodox ways consistent 
with Courbet’s radical politics. Here, members of 

Turner’s work had little influence in France prior 
to the 1860s, but Constable was much admired there 
from 1824, when he exhibited at the Paris Salon. His 
summary handling, exuberant greenery, and spar-
kling reflections were admired by Delacroix as well 
as by members of the Barbizon School of landscape 
painters. This group takes its name from the town 
that served as its unofficial headquarters, situated 
some thirty miles southeast of Paris in the middle of 
the Forest of Fontainebleau, an area rich in tempt-
ing natural prospects. Like Constable, the Barbizon 
painters offer a vision of nature under human do-
minion, but instead of ordered English fields and 
canals they picture marshes, overgrown paths, and 
unruly vegetation. Frequently there are no figures, 
but just as often livestock, or rickety constructions 
make us aware of tenuous civilizing impositions. 
In short, these artists underscore the conditional 
status of the human mastery over nature. Their 
work was long deemed excessively undisciplined 
by much of the French art establishment; Théodore 
Rousseau (1812–67), widely regarded as the group’s 
leading light, was excluded from the Paris Salon 
between 1836 and 1848. But his works, like those of 
Jules Dupré (1811–89) [457] and Charles-François 
Daubigny (1817–78), were studied closely by the 
Impressionists, who learned much from their free 
handling and seemingly casual compositions. 

The wave of accumulated revolutionary energies 
that swept across Europe in the century’s middle 
years, cresting in the uprisings of 1848 and the estab-
lishment of universal male suffrage in France, was 
paralleled by discordant developments in the visual 
arts. Conveniently designated by the term Realism, 
they consisted of a rejection of idealist aesthetic 
models and canonical subject-matter in favour of 
the unblinking depiction of harsh contemporary 
realities. While such goals were not unprecedented, 
their implementation assumed a new urgency in 
the context of contemporary political events – and 
in light of the burning ambition of a new genera-
tion of young artists anxious to make names for 
themselves. 

In Paris, the epicentre of programmatic Realism, 
the most ardent and influential advocate of such 
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Impressionist emphasis on perception with the ideal-
ist tradition, he devised the ‘divisionist’ or ‘pointillist’ 
technique. This mode of handling exploited the the-
ory of optical mixture, according to which discreet 
applications of complementary colours, if placed side  
by side, will fuse in the beholder’s eye to create a 
new colour. Executing hazy open-air studies in the 
little dots he thought would intensify Impressionist 
colourism, he then returned to his atelier, using them 
to work up larger compositions that, while redolent 
of the Classical tradition, inflect it in unmistak-
ably modern ways. The dots, while by no means 
mechanically applied, incorporate the repetitive 
quality of contemporary industrial processes into 
the nitty-gritty of studio practice, something that 
the Impressionists never attempted. But the tone of 
the results is equivocal, seeming sometimes gravely 
lyrical and sometimes ironic – but always poetic, as 
in Seurat’s manifesto-painting, A Sunday Afternoon 
on the Island of La Grand Jatte [483]. Shown at 
the last Impressionist exhibition in 1886, it effec-
tively brought the Impressionist moment, narrowly 
defined, to a close. 

Defending Manet’s work from the 1860s, the 
writer Émile Zola wrote that the art he most val-
ued could be described as ‘a corner of nature seen 
through a temperament’. In 1886, the critic Gustave 
Kahn articulated an opposing position. Attacking 
the relentless focus on contemporaneity central to 
both Realism and Impressionism, he asserted that 
the ‘essential aim’ of art should be ‘to objectify the 
subjective (the exteriorization of the idea), instead 
of subjectifying the objective (nature seen through 
a temperament)’. Kahn’s manifesto signalled a cru-
cial shift away from naturalism towards an anti-
materialist, quasi-idealist programme. Although 
much Symbolist work has an allegorical cast, it tends 
to be more connotative than denotative, to evoke 
moods and associations rather than convey specific 
messages. Many Symbolist painters were fascinated 
by the operas of Richard Wagner (1813–83), finding 
his chromatic harmonies and expressive intensity 
consistent with their own aims. By and large, the 
emphatically subjective character of late nineteenth-
century Symbolist imagery distinguishes it from 

contrast, was primarily a figure painter, which may 
have been a factor in his later emulation – in an ut-
terly sincere way, without Manet’s irony – of Antique 
and Renaissance models, notably Titian. 

Pissarro and Cézanne worked together in the 
rural landscape around Pontoise in 1873, an en-
counter that benefited both artists. Cézanne’s com-
mitment to ‘realizing his sensation’ dates from this 
period, when Pissarro introduced him to the basic 
Impressionist principle of truth to the fleeting indi-
vidual perception. While Cézanne exhibited in the 
first Impressionist exhibition, he gradually diverged 
from the group’s aesthetic, devising a method that, 
while honouring the provisional character of vi-
sion, resulted in idiosyncratically reconstructed 
wholes [484]. 

Degas was primarily a figure painter. His incisive 
draughtsmanship set him apart from other mem-
bers of the Impressionist group, but he was gifted 
at devising compositions that create a heightened 
sense of immediacy [480]. The novel framings and 
the emphasis on linear design typical of his work 
likewise figure in that of Gustave Caillebotte (1848–
93), who exhibited at several of the Impressionist 
exhibitions [481]. 

By the mid-1880s, many of the Impressionists felt 
that they had reached a creative impasse, but their 
responses to this realization varied considerably. 
Renoir went to Italy to study the Antique and gradu-
ally solidified his flickering forms. Monet began to 
pursue more frankly formalist, decorative effects, 
notably in serial paintings of a single motif – wheat 
stacks, poplars, and Rouen Cathedral – studied 
under different lighting and atmospheric condi-
tions [487]. Cézanne, whose engagement with core 
Impressionist goals in the 1870s had been brief, began 
using a regularized ‘constructive stroke’ to impose an 
organizing armature on his canvases. All three art-
ists, though, remained committed to working from 
nature. In these same years, however, a young artist 
named Georges Seurat (1858–91) appeared on the 
scene whose acute grasp of the historical moment 
led him to forge a new idiom that encompassed its 
cultural and social tensions. He, too, worked from 
nature, but with a difference. Seeking to reconcile the 

of Manet in this period gives the painting a poster-
like starkness which reinforces its impact, stripping 
away illusionistic felicities in ways consistent with 
the artist’s critical project.

Manet’s ambition to depict contemporary Parisian 
subjects using a bold technique made him an im-
portant model for a group of younger artists who 
banded together in 1874 to organize exhibitions 
independent of the Salon. Dubbed the Impressionists 
on that occasion (by a hostile critic), they includ-
ed Claude Monet (1840–1926), Pierre-Auguste 
Renoir (1841–1914), Camille Pissarro (1830–1903), 
Alfred Sisley (1839–99), Edgar Degas (1834–1917), 
Paul Cézanne (1839– 1906), and Berthe Morisot 
(1841–95). The exhibition enterprise was short-lived, 
but the core Impressionists pursued common ar-
tistic goals for several years. Avoiding the ironic 
stance characteristic of Manet’s early work, they 
treated modern themes with bold colour contrasts, 
sketchy handling, and compositional schemes de-
signed to suggest direct, ‘instantaneous’ experience. 
Condemnation of the first Impressionist exhibitions 
was far from universal, many critics having real-
ized that the group’s aims were consistent with the 
need for cultural renewal in the wake of France’s 
defeat in the Franco-Prussian War and the brief 
ensuing civil war known as the Commune (1870–1). 
Nonetheless, the unorthodox formal procedures of 
the Impressionists aroused the suspicion of some 
reviewers, who cast doubt on their sincerity and – 
again – associated their rejection of artistic norms 
with political radicalism. 

The Impressionist adventure began as early as 
1869, when Monet and Renoir, working side by 
side along the Seine, painted canvases that staked 
out a new path for the medium. Applying touches 
of pure colour with a frankness previously found 
only in preliminary oil sketches, they captured the 
polychromatic dazzle of reflections in rippling wa-
ter with a compelling immediacy [478]. Monet 
remained faithful to the aesthetic of contingency 
underlying these images throughout his long career. 
This consistency was of a piece with his devotion 
to landscape, a genre intimately linked to shifting 
effects of light, colour, and atmosphere. Renoir, by 

his adoption of many of their formal procedures in 
his final decade. His best early paintings combine 
modern subjects and self-conscious borrowings 
from the Old Masters with tangy brushwork, bold 
contrasts, and awkward juxtapositions, playing 
Realist imagery against aestheticist formal plea-
sures in an entirely new way. It is no wonder that 
these works outraged many of their first viewers, 
for incongruity is their method, and their deadpan 
tone can still perplex.

Take Le Déjeuner sur l’herbe, a picture of two 
couples on an afternoon picnic in the woods that 
provoked scandal when it was exhibited in 1863 at 
the Salon des Refusés, an exhibition of works rejected 
by the Salon jury (organized by the government 
in response to widespread complaints of excessive 
harshness). One of the women has stripped and 
stares coolly at the viewer. The juxtaposition of two 
nattily attired young men with a female nude in the 
open air was inspired by Giorgione’s Le Concert 
champêtre (c.1510), one of the Louvre’s most celebrat-
ed treasures, but Manet reframed this Renaissance 
allegory in terms of modern bourgeois leisure. The 
poses of the two men are lifted from a famous print 
after Raphael (The Judgement of Paris [248], where 
they are struck by river gods), a jokey visual quote 
whose precise meaning is still unclear. The incon-
sistent handling casts doubt on the relevance of 
conventional qualitative distinctions: the still life 
in the lower left is a luscious exercise in summary 
notation, but the figures’ faces do not cohere, and 
the landscape has a distinctly artificial quality, rather 
like a stage drop. The awkward fit of these various 
elements, and the questions of conscious intention 
versus rank ineptitude inevitably entailed by their 
juxtaposition, go far towards explaining a cryptic but 
unforgettable remark made by the poet and critic 
Charles Baudelaire (1821–67) in a letter to Manet: 
‘You are the first in the decrepitude of your art.’

Manet used analogous tactics in Olympia (1863) 
[465], a depiction of a contemporary high-class 
prostitute and her black servant. Modelled after a 
famous work by Titian, it exposes the hypocrisy of 
the salacious goddess-nudes that populated the walls 
of the Salon. The elimination of half-tones typical 
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and approximate handling prompted a contempo-
rary critic to dub them the Fauves (‘wild beasts’), a 
nickname that stuck. Matisse, the greatest artist of 
the group, spent the rest of his career exploring the 
implications of their vitalist colourism [492].

The German artists of Die Brücke (‘The Bridge’), 
founded in Dresden in 1905, also used nondescriptive 
colour and awkward drawing to intensify the effect of 
their work – Emil Nolde (1867–1956), Ernst Ludwig 
Kirchner (1880–1938), Max Pechstein (1881–1955), 
Karl Schmidt-Rottluff (1884–1976), Erich Heckel 
(1883–1970). Partial to angular forms, they sought to 
achieve a new purity by reverting to ‘primitive’ modes 
of expression, notably early German woodcuts. In 
1911, another reformist movement, Der Blaue Reiter 
(‘The Blue Rider’), was founded in Munich by a group 
of artists including Wassily Kandinsky, Gabriele 
Münter (1877–1962), and Franz Marc (1880–1916). 
More internationalist in outlook than Die Brücke, 
its exhibitions included work by Russian and French  
avant-garde artists. Its members were also sympa-
thetic to contemporary Theosophy, which greatly 
influenced Kandinsky’s On the Spiritual in Art (1912), 
which posits that art’s spiritual value is directly pro-
portional to its jettisoning of mimetic constraints. 
Kandinsky produced what are arguably the first 
wholly abstract paintings while he was writing this 
book.

Pablo Picasso (1881–1973) began his career in a 
rather sentimental Symbolist vein, but in 1906–7 he 
sought to tap more primal reservoirs. Drawing inspi-
ration from Iberian sculpture as well as from African 
masks, he produced Les Demoiselles d’Avignon [493], 
a confrontational depiction of five women in a 
brothel whose fractured forms broke entirely new 
ground. The canvas was not exhibited publicly for 
several decades, and even Picasso’s friends initially 
judged it a mistake, but one of them, Georges Braque 
(1882–1963), soon revised his views, with momen-
tous consequences. In 1908, he and Picasso began 
an extended collaboration that led to the invention 
of Cubism, a style that radically challenged pre-
misses long regarded as sacrosanct in Western art. 
Deconstructing objects into jangling components 
arrayed within a shallow field, they traded perspec-

that he loved – are antithetical to Realist conven-
tions, yet their expressive exaggerations were shaped 
by egalitarian political beliefs not unlike those of 
Courbet. A similar intensity characterizes the work 
of the Belgian Ensor, a master of the macabre, and 
the Norwegian Munch, who produced gripping 
images of individuals racked by guilt and anxiety. 
Hodler, a Swiss artist (like Böcklin), devised a cooler 
style in which meticulous draughtsmanship cohabits 
with an emblematic compositional simplicity; many 
of his paintings have a haunting ritual quality, but 
Night [489] can still trigger primal fears.

One of the most significant developments in the 
century’s second half was a growing tendency on 
the part of ‘advanced’ artists to blur the boundary 
between the fine arts and applied arts. In England, 
Burne-Jones designed furniture, stained glass, and 
tapestries beginning in the 1860s. As the new century 
approached, variants of the sinuous Art Nouveau 
style – named after a shop that opened in Paris in 
1895 – became prevalent throughout Europe and 
America. In tandem with the growing interest in 
Japanese prints, whose flat blocks of colour violated 
the protocols of Western perspective, this trend 
fostered a new emphasis on surface pattern that 
left its mark on painting. In addition to influencing 
the planar qualities central to the achievement of 
Gauguin, Van Gogh, and Hodler, it shaped much 
of the work of the Viennese artist Gustav Klimt 
(1862–1918) [490], whose blend of decorative al-
lure and sensual provocation provided a model for 
his younger compatriot Egon Schiele (1890–1918) 
[494]. 

The fifteen-year period preceding the outbreak 
of the First World War saw the final push in the 
long march towards extreme subjectivism that had 
continued, before and after the Realist halt, since 
the Romantic era. The first of the many modern 
movements that proliferated in the early years of 
the new century was born in Paris, when Henri 
Matisse (1869–1954), André Derain (1880–1954), and 
Maurice de Vlaminck (1876–1958) exhibited paint-
ings at the Salon d’Automne in 1905 and 1906. Their 
preferred subjects – landscape and single figures – 
were conventional, but their bold colour schemes 

George Frederic Watts (1817–1904) and Frederic 
Leighton (1830–96) remained in academic good 
graces throughout their careers, but their late work 
has certain affinities with Symbolist trends in Britain 
as well as across the Channel. Watts was adept at 
devising idiosyncratic allegorical images. Leighton 
was a more overtly seductive painter; in Flaming 
June [491], he transformed draped female figures 
from the Parthenon pediments – readily accessible 
to him in the British Museum – into a rapturous 
evocation of sleep.

The term Post-Impressionist (coined by the English 
critic Roger Fry in 1910) is often used to describe late 
nineteenth-century work that is programmatically 
anti-academic and anti-Impressionist. The most 
important artists usually placed under this rubric are 
Gauguin, Vincent van Gogh (1853–90), Ferdinand 
Hodler (1853–1918), James Ensor (1860–1949), and 
Edvard Munch (1863–1944). Gauguin participated 
in the first four Impressionist exhibitions, but in 
1888 – during a painting campaign in Brittany, where 
he was inspired by the inhabitants’ customs and 
mores – he began to simplify his forms and increase 
the brilliance of his palette, using vibrant colours 
whose relationship to reality was tenuous in the 
extreme. Disillusioned with modern metropolitan 
life, in 1891 he moved to Tahiti, where he expected 
to find a guiltless culture of unblemished purity and 
freedom. He found no such thing, but the encounter 
between his longing and inscrutable indigenous 
realities resulted in paintings of great poignancy 
and beauty [486].

The Dutch artist Van Gogh also sought escape 
from the psychological and economic pressures of 
the modern capitalist city, in his case below the warm 
sunlight of southern France. As with Gauguin, his 
quest proved personally frustrating but artistically 
productive. A man of passionate conviction, his 
ideals were self-consciously political – communal 
and populist. He spent two years in Paris absorb-
ing the lessons of Impressionism before retreating 
to the south in 1888, where he painted canvases 
of riveting intensity [485]. Their emphatic brush 
strokes and arbitrary colour contrasts – evocative 
of the ‘crude things’ such as ‘common earthenware’ 

the visual rhetoric of academic idealism, but the 
boundary between them is porous, and around 
1900 the Symbolist attitude sometimes surfaces in 
unexpected quarters.

Symbolism had important forerunners in France, 
Germany, and England whose distancing academic 
poise, so antithetical to the Impressionist aesthetic 
of immediacy, gave them a new currency after 1886. 
Among the most important such figures are Pierre 
Puvis de Chavannes (1824–98), Arnold Böcklin 
(1827–1901), Anselm Feuerbach (1829–80), and 
Gustave Moreau (1836–98). Puvis specialized in 
large-scale mural paintings of seemingly conserva-
tive character, but their Arcadian imagery, stately 
rhythms, and decorative qualities made them im-
portant models for both Seurat and Paul Gauguin 
(1848–1903). Böcklin likewise specialized in mytho-
logical themes, but Wassily Kandinsky (1866–1944) 
considered him a precursor of abstraction because of 
his ability to weave an almost musical spell through 
the manipulation of form, colour, and line [488].

In England, the Symbolist turn was anticipated 
by Edward Burne-Jones (1833–98), James Abbott 
McNeill Whistler (1834–1903), and Albert Moore 
(1841–93), each of whom espoused the art-for-
art’s-sake agenda championed in London by the 
Grosvenor Gallery (opened 1877). Burne-Jones, a 
student of Rossetti, infused mythological and me-
dieval subjects with a languorous melancholy that 
overpowers their narrative content; his name appears, 
with Böcklin’s, on the list of precursors of abstraction 
drawn up by Kandinsky. Whistler, an American by 
birth who studied in Paris and settled in London in 
1859, was initially influenced by Courbet and Manet, 
but in the late 1860s he jettisoned all pretence to 
Realist verisimilitude in favour of exquisite tonal 
refinement and rarefied atmospherics, specializing 
in hazy ‘nocturnes’ and portraits whose titles aptly 
privilege their formal qualities (Arrangement in 
Grey and Black: Portrait of the Artist’s Mother, 1871). 
Whistler greatly admired the work of Moore, whose 
images of aloof, beautifully draped women posed 
against coolly sumptuous backgrounds epitomize 
the disdain for engagement with vulgar, here-and-
now specifics typical of the English aestheticists. 
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similating modernist developments. Many went 
to Europe expressly for this purpose – Maurice 
Prendergast (1859–1924), Charles Demuth (1883–
1935), Arthur Dove (1880–1946), Joseph Stella (1880–
1946), Marsden Hartley (1877–1943). At home, the 
process was fostered by the photographer Alfred 
Stieglitz (1864–1946), who proselytized for the mod-
ernist cause in his magazine Camera Work (1903–17) 
and in his New York gallery (known as ‘291’ after 
its address on Fifth Avenue). Initially devoted ex-
clusively to photography, in 1907 the gallery began 
to showcase the work of advanced European artists 
in other media (most notably Matisse and Rodin) 
alongside that of Americans, generating consider-
able interest among a small circle of sophisticates. 
The turning point in the American reception of 
modernism was the so-called Armory Show of 1913, 
which presented an array of Neo-Impressionist, 
Symbolist, Fauvist, and Cubist works to some 40,000 
people in New York, Boston, and Chicago. As the 
public at large and many of the critics lacked a frame 
of reference that would have permitted them to 
make sense of such productions, the result was 
scandal. This was not a bad thing, however, for it 
generated intense debate that ultimately benefited 
the country’s artistic life, inspiring young artists 
and inciting the interest of future collectors.  JG

because of the pragmatic directness of its appeal: 
its practitioners could dispense with canonical lit-
erary sources familiar to relatively few Americans 
but could build upon the foundations of the great 
European landscape tradition. Furthermore, the 
stunning grandeur and variety of North America’s 
topographical wonders made them the natural mir-
ror of America’s aspirations, the pre-eminent vehicle 
for the construction of a national iconography in-
vested with spiritual resonances accessible to all. 
The artists of the Hudson River School – Thomas 
Cole (1801–48), Asher B. Durand (1796–1886) – and 
a somewhat overlapping group recently christened 
the Luminists, after the crisp, cool radiance emanat-
ing from their work – Fitz Hugh Lane (1804–65), 
John Frederick Kensett (1816–72), Martin Johnson 
Heade (1819–1904) [476] – were the founding figures 
of American landscape painting, which first won 
international acclaim with the immense canvases 
of Frederick Edwin Church (1826–1900) [477], 
Albert Bierstadt (1830–1902), and Thomas Moran 
(1837–1926). The latter works first gave epic artistic 
expression to the sense of ‘manifest destiny’ that was 
to be central to the American self-image through 
the next century, setting an important precedent 
for the pioneering Abstract Expressionists of the 
late 1940s.

Two extraordinary American figure painters 
reached maturity in the years following the Civil 
War: Winslow Homer (1836–1910) and Thomas 
Eakins (1844–1916). Both of them visited Paris in the 
1860s, and both were influenced by recent develop-
ments there, notably the art of Courbet and Manet. 
Homer was at his most inspired when painting 
the sea, but he was also a gifted genre painter: his 
renderings of blacks from the 1860s imbue them 
with a complex dignity rare in American art of the 
period, and his depictions of rural and domestic 
life have a piercing lyricism [472]. Eakins was a 
portraitist of exceptional formal sophistication and 
psychological acuity who, in his most ambitious 
canvases, produced compelling, peculiarly American 
evocations of heroic resolve [475].

American artists continued their dialogue with 
European art after 1900, when they set about as-

tival coherence for inchoate dispersal and replaced 
discreet form with invasive flux, contravening the 
notion of visual corporeal integrity [496]. In 1912 
they took a still more revolutionary step, introduc-
ing non-artistic materials – newspaper, wallpaper, 
oil-cloth – directly into the work of art. The result 
was collage (‘paste-up’), a medium that by its nature 
blurs the boundary between being and representing. 
Picasso and Braque were now toying with the mech
anics of signification in entirely new ways, suggesting 
that their productions were not so much depictions 
of something in the world as independent objects. 
Many more avant-garde movements blossomed in 
this remarkably fecund period, but none had the 
far-reaching impact of Cubism, which influenced 
most of them in one way or another. 

One of the most significant was Italian Futurism, 
championed by Giacomo Balla (1871–1958), Umberto 
Boccioni (1882–1916), and Gino Severini (1883–1966). 
It burst on the international scene in 1909, when the 
Milanese poet Filippo Tomasso Marinetti published 
a provocative manifesto in Paris glorifying speed 
and modern technological warfare, but the artists 
who embraced his cause became widely known 
only in 1912, when an exhibition was mounted in 
Paris, then travelled widely. Their primary aim was 
to convey the motoric dynamism of contemporary 
life, and their best work has a whirring, explosive 
energy that fulfils this brief admirably.

In America, portrait painting long dominated 
indigenous production. For many years, opportu-
nities for the production of large-scale narrative 
works were few, to the chagrin of many artists. The 
aspiring history painters John Singleton Copley 
(1738–1815) and Benjamin West (1738–1829) were 
obliged to seek their fortunes in London, where 
their success was prodigious; in 1792, West suc-
ceeded Reynolds as head of the Royal Academy. 
An American market for genre [474] and still-life 
painting soon emerged, however, and the founda-
tion of the National Academy of Design in New 
York (1825) was a benchmark event in the establish-
ment of a pedagogic culture analogous to that in 
Europe. Landscape painting quickly became the 
genre of choice for ambitious statements, largely 



28  •  history of western art ii church and state  •  29

478  Claude Monet (1840–1926), La Grenouillière (1869)  
oil on canvas, 74 × 100 cm (29 × 39 in), New York, Metropolitan Museum of Art

479  Camille Pissarro (1831–1903),  
The Côte des Bœufs at l’Hermitage, near Pontoise (1877)  
oil on canvas, 115 × 87.5 cm (45 × 34 in)  
London, National Gallery

Pleasure, contingency, and modernity

Like all Realists, the Impressionists eschewed imaginary 
worlds, but they also devised novel techniques for 
rendering light, atmosphere, and space, in a sense 
making freshness of vision the very subject of their 
art. Combining sketchy handling and unorthodox 
compositional strategies with unmodulated colour, they 
invented a mode of painting particularly well suited to 
convey the contingent, fragmentary nature of pleasure, 
perception, and the social life in the modern era.

Claude Monet was, with Auguste Renoir, one of the 
first artists to demonstrate the potential of such an 
approach. In 1869, working side by side, the two painters 
sought to capture fleeting effects of light at a waterside 
retreat near Paris, known as La Grenuoillière [478]. While 
Monet may have executed this canvas as a study for a 
more finished work, the coupling of deft, summary han-
ding with vibrant colour soon became his stock in trade.

Camille Pissarro began to pursue similar goals in 
the late 1870s. In [479] he used a scumbled variant of 
the new handling to produce a calculated rendition 
of a ‘spontaneous’ perception in the open air. Radiant 
patches of orange, blue, and green are held in place by a 
screen of tree trunks that, like the facture, emphasizes the 
picture surface. But two tiny figures staring out from the 
underbrush give the painting a melancholy tinge. While 
the tone of Impressionist painting is often celebratory, 
even the style’s core practitioners sometimes used it to 
more equivocal expressive ends.

Even though Edgar Degas took part in the group’s 

481   
Gustave 
Caillebotte  
(1848–93)  
Paris, Rainy Weather 
(1877) oil on canvas  
2.12 × 2.76 m  
(6 ft 11 in × 9 ft)  
Art Institute of 
Chicago, Charles H. & 
Mary F. S. Worcester 
Collection

exhibitions, he remained attached to draughtsmanly 
ideals (he venerated Ingres). Like them, however, he used 
inventive formal strategies to convey qualities specific to 
modern life. His In a Café [480] depicts two bleary-eyed 
clients in a Parisian establishment, perhaps in the early 
morning hours. The idiosyncratic viewpoint, with its 
careening tabletops, gives the work a snapshot immediacy 
and reinforces the sense of psychological dislocation 
intimated by the figures’ faces and postures.

Gustave Caillebotte likewise favoured crisply delineated 
forms, but his penchant for modern subjects and novel 
formal devices allied him with the group. In Paris, Rainy 
Weather [481], he combined plunging perspectives and 
bold cropping with studied compositional rhythms to  
produce a modern ‘history painting’ that monumentalizes 
the dispersed, disaffected character of contemporary 
urban life even as it savours the chic, sleekness, and bustle 
of modern Paris.Adolphe von Menzel’s Studio Wall [482], 
painted by the academically trained German artist who 
visited Paris in the late 1860s, engages related thematic 
concerns using very different means. The soft lamplight 
playing over its oblique array of plaster casts – fragments 
of ancient statuary as well as masks of Schiller, Dante, 
Wagner, and the artist himself – accentuates their bereft, 
provisional character. The result is both a distinctly 
modern vanitas image and a haunting visual requiem for 
the academic tradition.  JG

480  Edgar Degas (1834–1917)  
In a Café (The Absinthe Drinker) (1875–6), oil on canvas  
92 × 68 cm (36 × 26 in), Paris, Musée d’Orsay

482   
Adolf von Menzel 
(1815–1905)  
Studio Wall (1872) 
oil on canvas,  
111 × 79.3 cm  
(43 × 31 in) 
Hamburg, 
Kunsthalle
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Michel Foucault, and Jacques Derrida, the very no-
tions of meaning and self are seen as unstable and 
ill-defined functions of the fluid linguistic structures 
in which they are expressed.

The upshot of all these sceptical changes in the 
cultural sphere is a lack of any overall principle of 
unification. In Modernist art, for example, given 
any single decade since about 1860, there has always 
been at least one putatively well-defined ‘ism’ which 
the most progressive artists of the time would tend 
to congregate around. Indeed, if those critics, such 
as Clement Greenberg (1909– ), who emphasize 
the importance of art’s formal properties are to 
be believed, Modernist art per se has (with a few 
exceptions such as Futurism and Surrealism) been 
dominated by a unifying impulse – towards purer 
and flatter-looking paintings.

However, any putative cohesion of this sort has 
now, manifestly, been shattered beyond recognition. 
The origins of this shattering might, in the case of the 
visual arts at least, be loosely traced to the 1960s. In 
the first years of that decade much art practice em-
bodied a high level of formal purity. An example of 
this in three-dimensional media is the ‘minimalism’ 
of Carl André (1935– ) and others, and, in painting, 
a tendency influenced by Greenberg’s writings and 
described by him as ‘post-painterly abstractionism’. 
This tendency included artists such as Kenneth 
Noland (1924– ) and Jules Olitski (1922– ) and was 

Since the early 1980s it has become widely accepted 
that the character of the times has changed drasti-
cally. The great epoch of Modernism – which we 
may see as beginning with the eighteenth-century 
Enlightenment – has come to an end; we now live 
in a Postmodern era. 

The nature of these changes and, indeed, dating 
when they began is a subject of great controversy. 
There is, however, some loose consensus on which 
factors are relevant to the understanding of such 
issues. In the economical and technological sphere, 
for example, it is clear that the traditional heavy 
industrial base of first-world societies has given 
way to a more service-industry-based economy, 
with accordingly more ‘flexible’ conditions of work. 
At the heart of these changes are innovations in 
computer and relevant technology. In everyday 
social life, indeed, a massive amount of information 
and advertising saturates consumers through mass 
media based on the new technology.

Given this plethora of information, it is hard-
ly surprising that traditional fixed categories of 
social, national, gender, and racial identity have 
been called into question in the most radical terms. 
This scepticism about categories has been further 
complemented by those bodies of intellectual theory 
loosely known as Poststructuralism which have been 
developed since the 1960s. In the work of French 
thinkers such as Roland Barthes, Jacques Lacan, 

Postmodernism
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tinence to recent German history, but the mode of 
painting is more fluid and hallucinatory. It clouds 
the original in a haze which is as much psychological 
as painterly. The past appears as present, but not in 
the form of direct retrievable memory. Rather it is 
something which cannot be fixed except through a 
mist of evasiveness and ambiguity.

The eclectic and painterly figurative artists’ work 
is loaded with a conceptually active and critical di-
mension. Many such painters, however, are much 
more conceptually passive. In the late 1970s and 
1980s the Americans Julian Schnabel (1951– ) [711] 
and Francisco Clemente (1952– ), and the Italian 
Sandro Chia (1946– ), for example, produced read-
ily marketable, big painterly works which are fun-
damentally explorations of the personal realm of 
fantasy. As the art market contracted at the end of 
the 1980s and in the early 1990s so their reputation 
also seemed to decline somewhat. Similar consid-
erations are true of two figurative painters whose 
imagery is highly charged in terms of erotic content 

– namely the Americans David Salle (1952– ) and 
Eric Fischl (1948– ). Fischl’s sometimes-disturbing 
quasi-voyeuristic works, however, may well turn out 
to be of more lasting significance [712].

Now if, in 1985, the question ‘what is Postmodern 
art?’ had been asked, the answer would probably have 
been given in terms of eclectic painterly figuration. 
This impression would have been reinforced by the 
fact that two of the most important exhibitions of the 
time – A New Spirit in Painting (London, 1981) and 
Zeitgeist (Berlin, 1982) were heavily focused on such 
paintings. However, this figuration does not seem 
quite so decisive. The contraction of the art market 
is one factor in this, but much more significant is 
the development of the highly polemical feminist 
art practice, and its ramifications.

The mannerist tendency, then, runs through 
Postmodern art. By virtue both of its questioning 
of existing sign-systems and willingness to experi-
ment with new ones it may thereby be creating the 
conditions for a revolution in how we expect visual 
representation to represent reality. It may be the 
making of a post-Postmodernist art.  pc

return to figuration, but this time of a more eclectic 
and painterly sort. Morley is once more a decisive 
figure. In many works of the 1970s he uses motifs 
derived from photographs but this time disrupted 
and rendered chaotic both by the agitated handling 
of paint and the intrusion of imagery – such as chil-
dren’s toys – with more personal associations. These 
works overlap and throw key classificatory categories 
of Modernism completely out of joint. They are in a 
sense Expressionist and Surrealist but, at the same 
time, neither of these.

Similar boundary blurrings are found in other figu-
rative painters of the mid- and late 1970s. Particularly 
notable are bizarre, ‘goofy’, ‘realist’ works by Philip 
Guston (1913–80) which seem like deliberate attempts 
to produce fine examples of formally bad paintings. 
This challenge to standard notions of good taste in 
art can also be found in inverted images by Georg 
Baselitz (1938– ) from 1969 onwards [709], and in 
New York graffiti-inspired works by Jean-Michel 
Basquiat (1960–88) of the late 1970s.

The case of Baselitz here is perhaps the more in-
teresting. For his challenge to good taste must also 
be seen in the context of his being a German painter 
working in the post-Second World War period. The 
philosopher Theodore Adorno famously remarked 
that after Auschwitz lyric poetry is no longer possible. 
Baselitz faces a parallel problem of how painting and 
the visual arts can continue to be even meaningful 
in the aftermath of the wartime catastrophes. How 
can art ever hope to give expression to experience 
again?

This tension between the possibility of meaning 
and the disasters of history also marks the work of 
two German painters, Anselm Kiefer (1945– ) and 
Gerhard Richter (1932– ), who have produced some 
of the most impressive Postmodern art. Kiefer’s work 
in the late 1970s takes the tension between art and 
national catastrophe as its explicit theme. His means 
to this are large-scale works (sometimes painted 
over landscapes) which use heavy impasto, written 
allusions to places and events, and much foreign 
material such as sand and straw [708]. Richter’s pic-
torial means in the late 1970s and 1980s are rather 
more subtle [710]. Again he employs painted-over 
photographs of subjects with direct or indirect per-

style but rather to exist in a culture wherein all styles 
are permissible. In what follows, we shall trace the 
major strands and key figures, beginning with a ten-
dency which has good claim to be (though this is by 
no means generally accepted) the first distinctively 
Postmodern development.

The tendency in question is Super Realism. This 
involves a return to figuration, but in a rather star-
tling way which mixes in both elements of Pop and 
Conceptual art. Its most fundamental feature is the 
creation of painted images which can scarcely be 
distinguished from large-scale photographic prints. 
As early as 1963 the American Audrey Flack (1931– ) 
had tentatively experimented with this, but it was 
Malcolm Morley (1931– ) (a British artist in New 
York) who made the decisive move in 1965. In that 
year he began producing paintings derived from 
postcards of ocean liners, magazine illustrations, 
and even photographs of paintings [705]. American 
and British artists quickly took up the approach. The 
subject-matter varied, but the British artist John Salt 
(1937– ) and the American Richard Estes (1936– ) are 
highly representative. The former focused on photo-
graphic details of big American cars, whilst the latter 
concentrated on images derived from photographs of 
hotels and shop fronts. A sculptural counterpart to 
Super Realism also developed using fibreglass casts 
taken from models. Figures of American tourists 
and the like by Duane Hanson (1928– ) are the major 
exemplars of this disconcerting tendency [706]. 

The inspiration for Super Realist work is itself tell-
ing. Many of the artists following Morley’s lead did so 
with little more intention than to produce spectacular 
works with (as it turned out) a ready market and high 
value. Such works are, in theoretical terms, passive. 
Morley himself, however, produced paintings which 
underlined the aesthetic tension between the literal 
originality of their presence, and their origins as exag-
gerated transcriptions of mechanically reproduced 
‘originals’. His Super Realist work had, in other words, 
a Conceptual element which questioned and to some 
degree erased the strict boundaries between painting 
and photography. 

This duality of a conceptually passive, and a con-
ceptually active dimension also marks a second major 
strand of Postmodern painting. Again it involves a 

characterized by a willingness to suppress all evidence 
of the physical presence of the painted surface, so as 
to affirm the quality of the two-dimensional picture 
plane alone.

At the same time, however, ‘Pop art’ was in full 
swing. This tendency fully embraced images from 
the world of popular culture, its gadgets, and adver-
tising. Such imagery had, of course, been excluded 
both by traditional art, and even by many of the key 
Modernist tendencies. In a sense, Pop art involves 
Modernism coming full circle through celebrating the 
Baudelairean ‘heroism of modern life’ (with which 
Modernity in the visual arts begins) and taking it 
into overdrive.

This breaking of the barriers between art and 
broader culture was amplified by the revolutionary 
political fervour of the 1960s. Marcel Duchamp’s 
subversions from early on in the century now found a 
new audience. For him art was primarily about ideas, 
and this permitted the use of ‘found’ objects not made 
by the artist. On these terms, the notion of art as a 
specialist craft breaks down. Anyone can be an artist, 
and anything can be art. Art thereby intersects with 
political utopianism. By the end of the 1960s artists 
such as Joseph Beuys (1921–86) had turned this into 
a credo, and the practice of Conceptual art – where 
any kind of object (real, abstract, or imaginary) could 
be used to express art ideas – was widespread.

Given Pop art’s subversions of traditional notions, 
and Conceptual art’s extreme amplification of these, 
it is hardly surprising that Modernism in art came to 
an end. If, in principle, anyone can be an artist, and 
anything can be art, then Modernism and perhaps 
(on another reading of this development) even art 
itself have been taken to a logical extreme. Whatever 
comes next will have to define itself by returning to 
or combining idioms which have already been estab-
lished, or by doing all these things with a primarily 
critical intent. 

And this is precisely what has happened. In the 
very broadest sense Postmodern art exploits all these 
factors either individually or in combination. There 
is no immediately apparent unifying tendency, no 
dominant ‘ism’ but rather a number of complex 
strands, sometimes competing, sometimes overlap-
ping. To be Postmodern is not to possess a specific 
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 708  Anselm Kiefer (1945– )  
To the Unknown Painter (1982) 
oil, straw, wood-engraving on canvas  
2.8 × 3.41 m (9 ft 2 in × 11 ft 2 in) 
Rotterdam, Boymans van Beuningen 
Museum

Figuration 

The artists featured in this group all use paint and figur
ation in a complex and insistent way to question our 
relation to history. This critical dimension has proved 
to be an important feature in both figurative and other 
Postmodern tendencies.

Georg Baselitz began to invert his images in 1969. His 
painting after that time maintains this inverted character, 
but with an increasing schematization of basic forms, and 
a much heavier and insistent use of paint. The resulting 
images are stark and packed with anxiety almost to a 
point of overload [709]. Some of Baselitz’s work alludes 
to themes with special significance for German history, 
but in Anselm Kiefer’s work from 1969 to the late 1980s 
these themes are of the most decisive significance. To the 
Unknown Painter [708] draws, of course, an important 

709  Georg Baselitz (1932– )  
Orange Eater II (1981), oil on canvas 
1.46 × 1.14 m (57 × 44 in) 

710  Gerhard Richter (1932– )  
Venice – Stairs with Isa (586–3) 
(1985), oil on canvas  
50 × 7 cm (9 × 27 in)  
artist’s private collection

analogy between the fate of the individual artist and the 
Unknown Soldier, both of whose identities are swept away 
in the catastrophic flow of twentieth-century history.

The implications of the relation between art and 
cultural memory are also key features in the work of  
Gerhard Richter [710]. His painted-over photographs of 
dead members of the Baader-Meinhof terrorist group, for 
example, have a disturbing and macabre quality which 
does full justice to the problematic position of political 
terror in recent German history. Richter generalizes the 
problem of art and memory to a more universal level by 
rendering photographed landscapes hazy and elusive. The 
exact character of the individual scene is lost even as it is 
affirmed in the artist’s painterly interpretation of it.  PC




