Correspondance Léo Marchutz – Jameson Jones



Correspondance between Leo Marchutz and Jameson Jones

Léo Marchutz: The idea of “concealment” is such a tremendous affair it is worth saying something about. I believe the real lesson of the recently discovered (1945) synopia drawings has not yet been understood. They teach us that good drawing was not different in the 13th and 14th centuries, not different from good drawing today or from any period in the history of man. But convention, the use of conventional language, was extremely powerful in the past. Today, however, our liberty is such that it is constantly confounded with anarchy. This liberty is most wonderful if the artist has something to say; and here lies the trouble of our times.

There are hardly any wall paintings whose underlying drawing is not much superior to the finished work (especially for that quality of sacrifice!). There can be no doubt that the drawings are from the master while the execution of the fresco has been done with the help of others, if not totally by helpers. We know by x-rays-investigation that in a still later period there was a convention concerning the finish. Under the smooth surface of many of Titian’s portraits there is a most vivid, spontaneous execution similar to that apparent in his very late works. (We say “late”. I’m not sure they always are. They may not have been finished for the “customers” sake!).

What I want to say is this: if today we still have something to say, this can be done with entire freedom and, in truth, art could start anew. 






*     *     *     *

While I am writing this, I look at the paintings standing around. I cannot help feeling that there is more reality in these figures than in most of the people I come across daily on my walks to the studio. Looking at these figures is like a dialogue. They tell me what to do next and become silent only when they are all right. That is when they are at the proper distance they require for their breathing and only then do they live on their own.






*     *     *     *

What induces me to write are some reflections about Cézanne’s work or achievements. These are not recent, of course, but singularly brought into focus by the work at hand – my occupation with his drawings.

As much as I admire Cézanne’s landscapes and still-lives and many of his smaller figure paintings quant à la couleur, I have always felt that, concerning the latter, he is always below his own standards in landscape and still-life. These paintings are “composed” of figures seen as “units”. There is no spiritual coherence whatsoever. They are even banal. This does not apply to his portraits, which are single figures. But as soon as he wants to show togetherness he composes according to old rules. It is not the subject matter, as in his landscapes, which moves him to new and never-before-seen solutions. The large figure paintings of his last years (there are three of them) seem to me to be failures. The color is, of course, admirable; but there is no sensitivity, no spiritual urge, behind them.

Of course the importance of this kind of activity for the man Cézanne is evident. Heaven knows his studies (drawings) in connection with this obsession, from sculptures and paintings in the Louvre, are great beauties. It is impossible not to see the profit he drew from this for his portraits (Gasquet’s for example, or Geoffroy’s, or his self-portraits) and for single figures (peasants, for example).

It seems to me sufficient to think about the Giorgone in the Louvre or about certain late Titians to understand that it was not given to him to show relationship between several persons in other than a mechanical manner. Constructed they are, these paintings. His landscapes never are although we are told this by some.

The question certainly remains, whether or not Cézanne was aware of his own achievements. It is sure that he pursued his wishdreams up to the end without realizing the futility of them, caused (and here’s the paradox) by his own achievements!

Whereas his imagination worked to the utmost in front of nature (a certain nature, of course; there is much to say about that) it did not work the same if he wanted to imagine.

One day we must talk about what is constant, from beginning to end, in an artist's work. This is hardly ever brought to light by museums, men or art historians.

Jameson Jones' reply: I must comment on what you said about Cézanne and figure painting, especially relations among figures. Several years ago, when in Philadelphia I spent a day at the Barnes Collection which has one (perhaps two?) of the big “Bathers”. There are some beautiful Cézanne still-lives and landscapes in that collection too. I recall I looked at the “Bathers” but without being moved and I considered that, perhaps, there was something there beyond my understanding. The other paintings sang and seemed to produce that “tearful joy” characteristic of the highest artistic communication.

After reading your letter and the statement that in group compositions Cézanne achieved only a mechanical relation among the figures, I tried to think of other paintings. “The Card Players” seems to bear witness to your judgement and to be none the less a successful painting. Possibly this is because the relation between the two men is really one of isolation, quite external – as card players should be related to each other. As Martin Buber would say, card players should not be related as 'I- Thou” but as “I – It”.

Then I thought of another painting, much admired, Picasso's “Les Saltimbanques”. Here again there is some success but the painting is ironic or cynical. All the acrobats are worlds apart; they are separate fragments. Then I tried to think of figure painting in modern times and so far have not produced any conclusions.

It seems to me that Renoir's “Bathers” is no better than Cézanne's. At the Art Institute of Chicago there is a pastel study by Renoir of a young girl with her hands cupped in front of her as though dipping-up water. I think it is one of the greatest things I have seen – but this same figure in the painting itself leaves me cold, so also the women scattered on the rocks, etc...

I make more or less the same judgement about similar Poussin compositions.  Then I think of, say, “the Raft of the Medusa” by Géricaut or Delacroix's “Liberty Leading the People”, but without getting anywhere in my thoughts. I certainly like the big Géricault painting and feel there is more originality in it than in Delacroix's work. Courbet (Funeral of Ornans), and later the Impressionnists, did paintings of crowds that stay in my mind (Dancing in the Moulin de la Galette, etc...) but I tend to feel that the effect lies in their verisimilitude rather than in powerful and original relations among figures as human figures.

This half- formed idea brings me to a distinction between figure painting proper, and figures in a landscape. Can one make a distinction between, say, the great figure painting of Titian and his contemporaries (and, perhaps, even up to Rubens' work), where the motif is the dynamic and exciting composition of figures as figures and, on the contrary, the so-called landscapes with figures (Flight into Egypt, for example) where the motif is the landscape composition and the figure-relation do little to give dynamism to the work. (Perhaps Brueghel's “Hunters in the Snow” is a great work which over-arches this distinction).

If one follows this line of thought he might come to the conclusion that Cézanne is “fumbling around” more or less at the “end of the line”, where landscape and figures are simply confused, a kind of vicious circle from which he cannot escape. 

Your mention that Cézanne's rendering of single figures is often very successful (Geoffroy, etc...). An implication then is: if one can paint single figures, why not related figures ? But really, none of the moderns (19th century on) really can do figure painting, even though many artists (Van Gogh as well as Cézanne) painted marvellous portraits. Is this because not only myth but also history (understood as meaningful, destiny laden) is not real for moderns?

I would like to know more of the work of Orozco (a Mexican-Indian painter). I have some photos of his drawings and a few murals and suspect that what is perhaps true of most moderns is not true of him. One thinks of Goya too and his obvious indignation at the “violation” of history. He passionately believed in the reality of these human relationships. They are 3-dimensional, substantial, as dynamic and infinitely varied as “nature”.

I think one of the most pathetic aspects of Van Gogh's letters is his constant longing to have figure models and his inability to reach them (in many senses). Your own work may be a kind of primer for men to use when reality has returned to human relations and events; a grammar, a parsing of nouns and conjurating of verbs of human encounters.






*     *     *     *

Jameson Jones: Figure painting is obviously related to history and myth. (“Les Saltimbanques” of Picasso perform in a world without myth and without meaningful history). The Renaissance had great paintings of human figures of both historical and mythical types. When you get to Rubens you feel it is rather inflated, without substance. Then in the 18th century the David's, Greuze's, whether mythical or historical, are just sterile. 

Marchutz: You hit the spot when you talk about myth. Without that feeling, figure painting must become mechanical; and I mean myth in a very wide sense.

If Titian painted Philip II playing music with Venus laying behind him on a couch, (there are three of these) it is still a myth invented (or seen) by Titian. Myth is the most profound truth, in this case about Philip II.






*     *     *     *

I do not think that one can conceive vision without already having concepts, simple ones, elaborated early in life from above, below, left and right. Probably no object can be seen without them. So the division between conceptual painting and painting in front of nature is probably an artificial one. The happy periods are those in which concept and vision of nature coincide, as in Giotto for example; in Cézanne too, excluding his nude figures paintings. 

What I want to say is, perhaps, something else: the revelation where a painter's stand is given by his drawing, which tells us as much about his concepts as about his vision of nature. It would be easy to show that art resides precisely in an equilibrium of both: that vision conforms to such and such a concept, or, that the concept asks for such and such a vision.

Why is it that so often the initial drawing for a painting is entirely satisfactory and the painting afterwards is not? Because reasoning comes in and also too close a study of nature; knowledge of all sorts, detrimental to that unity which is a basic human requirement. This always exists for the child. It's a kind of miracle. 

My three years old grandchild asked his mother: “'Are we going to Paris today? ” And when I asked him: “Qu'est-ce que c'est Paris ?”, his answer was : “Paris, c'est ma maison”. There we have it, I think, when he said that. And it is completely true for him.

So I think there is no common measure for artists, but there is certainly a measure for art. This is to be found in the perfect matching of concept and vision and each good drawing or painting shows this. No good drawing or painting can have a “natural” light, for example. It can have only its “own” light which is conditioned by concept. Concept and vision are interwoven, one helping the other, and the “objects” are the touchstone for both and become what they are with such and such an artist by the interaction of concept and vision. 

On should argue with examples. Take the statues of Chartres. You have the concepts of the figure the artist lives with from hearing and reading Bible texts and you have the men he sees around him. His work is art because it is both. A little too much accent later on, or movement towards realism away from the concept – the equilibrium is gone.

There are bad concepts too when there is no imagination at their base. In this case they are derived from the work of other artists and the realization has not two sources but many.

What counts is the build-up from early youth. Once the boy answers, “Paris est la capitale de la France”, something is destroyed which is essential for art. If artists in the last century were isolated it was because general education formed man unable to feel like men. Life became the victim of concepts and contact with nature, which Cézanne insisted on so heavily, had become impossible for them.

There is a deep meaning in the legend that Giotto lived, as a boy, in the fields keeping sheep and that Cimabue, seeing the boy's drawings of the sheep, claimed him from his father for his own workshop.

It is not surprising to me that with such a start in life: earth, the sky above, animals all day long and, perhaps, often at night, he was able, in later life, to speak to the very learned Dante as an equal; to Dante who was as aware of nature as himself and who was certainly richer in concepts, although each was related to “facts”.

Jones: I would like to comment on the emphasis which you put on the importance of the beginning (the child Giotto in the fields, etc...). A painter and teacher in the Art Students League in New York back in the early years of this century, Robert Henri, wrote a manual for young students and made a similar point, stating that no successful work ever developed from a bad beginning. In my own fumbling experiments I have noticed that when I am lucky enough to start with a firm sense of the “togetherness” of the whole, then everything goes well, color and form seem to emerge effortlessly as one, lines and masses equally. If the beginning vision, however, is partial in any respect, (perhaps a color sense without an equal feeling for form and objects, etc...) then the whole process goes from bad to worse. I take it that while certain problems have to be worked-out as one proceeds, the basic decision (solution) is made initially.

Your point that every successful work makes its own light and that no good work has “natural” light; the light that informs a work is the unity of vision and concept, is it not? This light is neither form nor color but the producer and uniter of both. However, it seems to me that one cannot grasp the light and then set out to produce a work. The painter's initial vision and concept become the light of the work, and the light is the revelation that did not exist before the work was done.






*     *     *     *

If it is possible you should visit the Van Gogh show in St. Lewis. It is the nephew's collection which we were able to show, in part, here in Aix in 1959.

Did I ever tell you that on that occasion I made the acquaintance of the engineer Van Gogh (Vincent's nephew). A marvellous man. Among all the art people who had assembled for the opening, he was the only one who wanted to visit my studio. Although he brought some of these people with him, he was the only one interested in my work.  He immediately bought the St. Luke and a couple of Aix lithographs. Nobody imitated him of course. 

The remarkable thing is that all these people were in the habit of looking down on him as an ignorant fool. He was wiser in each statement he made than all of them put together. That's the way the world goes.

All the art people are against his allowing the constant travelling of his paintings. It will ruin them, they pretend. In the first place, they look as fine as possible and, secondly, he thinks these paintings are meant to be seen. He said: “I will let them travel as long as they are mine”. But now he has sold his whole collection to the Dutch Nation and it's really the last time they will have left Holland. Therefore go to St. Lewis.

He often stays at the places where his paintings are, so maybe he is in St. Lewis at the moment. If he is, do not fear to approach him. He will be delighted to hear what you have done for me. Besides, he has a strong physical likeness to his uncle; it is most moving to see the man.

Jones: I received your last letter with the advice to try to see the Van Gogh show. We decided to go to St. Lewis and drove up there last Friday afternoon. We enjoyed the show immensely. I felt the “rayon blanc” streaming from the walls. Particularly moving were a couple of drawings of peasants, in black chalk, and field workmen in their rough clothes and with their tools. They recalled to mind letters in which Vincent pleaded with Theo to find double strength Ingres paper, if possible, since he found it so responsive to his drawing. There were many other drawings and paintings – you have seen them, so I won't try to list them.

They also had a fine show of drawings from artists of South Germany and the Danube region: Huber, Altdorfer, Dürer.  

I was struck, in the Van Gogh show, by the freshness of all the works, bearing out your reference to the Engineer's comment that he wasn't afraid to show the work on tour. I suppose the absence of cracking, etc ... is a tribute to Van Gogh's craftsmanship too. I was struck also by the sophistication in much of Van Gogh's later work. I had thought of him as a person who more or less created by “main force and awkwardness” but always really lacking the expertise of the professional. The exhibit revealed to me that he was by no means just the passionate amateur. Only certain works, in which I thought I detected some effort to imbibe Gauguinism, showed feebleness and uncertainty. In terms of our earlier letters, he seemed to be trying to set out from someone else's beginning. 

Another impression I got from looking at certain of his drawings and paintings was of the kind of “twin folly” of the human artist. On one hand what folly to take some particular bit of nature and pour oneself into it as though it were heaven itself in its significance. On the other hand, what folly to “tackle nature”, to take on nature as a kind of adversary as Jakob wrestled with the angel, and daringly set out with that reed pen to best nature on a sheet of paper. These “follies” seemed to me to account for the sublimity (a simultaneous laughing and weeping, or, as Kenneth Clark says, a “wanting to stamp your feet”) in the work.

Marchutz: Well, its comforting to see that Vincent still draws people wherever his work is shown. The German masters they showed with him, especially Huber and Altdorfer, are formidable men concerning landscape. Van Gogh would have liked their work had he known it.

I am glad that you realized Van Gogh was a formidable draftsman. He knew what he was up to; his later letters show that clearly. You are right to find the paintings influenced by Gauguin, weak; Van Gogh thought so too.

I like tremendously your remarks about the “twin folly”. It is absolutely true but I had never thought about it: only, perhaps, is the wish to “render” nature stronger than the wish to best it ?

There is a deep humility in Van Gogh as in any artist. Only in our time “artists” talk about “creativity” as if it were something like swimming or boxing or driving a car!






*     *     *     *

I had an argument recently with a very old friend of mine, Prof. Novotny of Vienna, about his appreciation of Lautrec's so-called “cirque” drawings (he has just published a Phaidon book on Lautrec, a fine study of the painter). Well, I think these drawings very bad, much below Lautrec's standards and filled with faults Lautrec never made before. But I cannot convince Novotny of this. Perhaps it's a heroic effort by Lautrec to prove to himself that he is still Lautrec; but it's a failure.

Of course in discussing these things the question arises: what is a good drawing? I could never, for example, find Ingres a good draftsman, and heaven knows how much he is admired. There is no relationship, one to another, in his “beautiful” lines; there is no volume or weight, no standing or sitting (even if the seat is indicated). But he makes perfect likenesses in the photographic sense.

In a drawing by Delacroix, on the other hand, the first thing which strikes you is the relationship of lines, none beautiful as such. But the image which emerges from them is always a beauty. The same with Van Gogh or Cézanne or Lautrec. It is a musical element perhaps. It's entirely lacking in Ingres' drawing although he is said to have been a music lover. 

When Van Gogh was in Antwerp working for a while in the Academy there (to study the nude) he talks about the wrong drawings of his comrades, always top-heavy, they do not stand: “Aucune qui se tienne solidement sur ses pieds, et c'est le fait de tenir qui doit déjà résulter du premier croquis”.

Yes, it is interesting to see the consequence of the obviously false concepts of Ingres spread all over the world. I guess we see the same today concerning the wrong concepts of the Bauhaus. Can you explain to me why what is wrong has such power to spread, and never the good ? In the case of Van Gogh, how many painters today are reading his letters or those of Cézanne and Pissarro? I know for certain that the German translation of the letters of Cézanne and Pissarro were unsaleable and went to the papermills. No statement, no protest. We live entirely in our times. To hell with the past.  It is rather sad.






*     *     *     *

Jones: I have recently read a little book by Erich Kahler, “The Disintegration of Form”. Kahler early distinguishes “form” from “shape”: “Shape may be the outer aspect of form, but seen in itself, it is not form. Only inasmuch as shape constitutes the outer appearance of a structure, which means an inner organizational coherence of a bounded entity, does it belong to form. Form, accordingly, can be defined roughly as “structure manifesting itself in shape”. (This seems to be consonant with the point you made about “drawing from the inside out”). 

The rest of Kahler's book is an attempt to show that art in modern times drifted away from its role of creating form and now, dominated by science and technology, aims at incoherence.

Marchutz: I am impressed by what you tell me about Erich Kahler, who is unknow to me. Indeed it is consonant with drawing from the inside out. And I certainly agree with him when he says that modern art cannot create any more form. 

That's exactly what I reproach modern art with. Take Cubism, for example, which in the view of most people is a “new beginning” like the Renaissance. This is utter nonsense of course. 

Indeed the artist needs to see new relationships in nature if he is to create form, forms which will be the expression of his peculiar feeling in front of nature, (or life, or however we may call it – reality?). This is not all of it because the transcendent comes in too. 

Lately I have had some strange arguments with some friends. I find that in painting, art appears when the artist discovers his own light.  This has nothing whatever to do with lighting (in German Licht und Beleuchtung). Rembrandt began by studying lighting (the paintings from this period are no more than interesting) and he became himself only when his own light was radiating. It was the same with Velasquez. Even with Titian.

It is the surface which has to produce the light, the whole surface. Where this happens there is art. There are examples of this in all times and places of this world whatever differences the forms might show.

Another thing: art historians identify style with execution. This is certainly wrong. As Proust has said, style is a quality of vision and something more permanent, whereas execution is conditioned by time and is so often done in such a way that the original vision is destroyed.

Jones : I cannot express to you how joyfully exciting is your paragraph making the distinction between “lighting” and “ones own light”. This distinction has never been made for me before and it carries foreward some of the statements quoted in the program we had printed for your exhibition here:  “... it is the surface which has to produce the light, the whole surface....”. This helps to clarify how and why it is not simply a matter of lighting. I have wondered  how and why Cézanne manages to radiate light and yet the manner of lighting is not evident, no cast shadows, etc... As I recall your own panels hanging in Idlewild Church I see again this phenomenon. A radiation of light from the surface, not a reflection of natural light but something generated by, and streaming from, the forms. This quality is noticeably present also in the drawing you sent me of the two heads juxtaposed eye to eye. 

Your paragraph on the distinction between execution and quality of vision (the latter accounting for style) is equally basic, it seems to me. I join this with the oft-repeated advice to painters to hold fast to their original vision or impression, not being led astray into bypaths as the work progresses.

This is the meaning of discipline is it not? A method one follows to hold fast to a vision, one's way of seeing a thing, a feeling, while one explores it in breadth and depth.

It seems to me that all the disciplines, whether mathematics or drawing, fit this definition. Any productive study of biology, for example, must be a holding fast to an original vision, not a fatuous hope and expectation that something will turn up as one goes along, born out of the manner of execution. Is this not why a recovery of the “primitives” is a part of every rebirth of art, every new and productive movement? Their strength is that all is servant to the quality of vision. This faithfulness unwavering, this certainty, is notable in Van Gogh and Cézanne in a way it is not, say, in Pissarro and Gauguin.

I feel that the curse of the 20th century is the ebbing of this steadfastness, this resolve. A Matisse, a Picasso feel constrained always to question, even to deny, the vision even while pursuing it. I say this not to malign them personally but to indicate the sickness of our time. We fear overstatement; we don't want to be thought to attach too much importance to our vision.

Marchutz: I share entirely the thoughts you express about the importance of vision for all the disciplines, and the way you define discipline as such.

I should like to comment briefly on the art of this century. I do not believe we should blame the sickness of the times for the downfall of the arts. Our time is not worse than any other in the past. What is worse are the artists. Their lack of responsibility is the main cause of this downfall. (There is a good book by Jacques Maritain, “The Responsibility of the Artist”, first published in English while he was teaching over there.)

None of these famous men: Picasso, Matisse, Braque, Léger, Kandinsky and so on, shows more than quite ordinary gifts. They are devoid of real vision. They have no capacity for assimilating the past (near or distant) unless it is in the most superficial manner (African sculpture, for example). All are subjugated by what their neighbours do.  And, above all, they are filled with pride and believe themselves to be creators and, therefore, much above ordinary men. One can say, as you have put it: “None of them has any discipline. They are continuously led astray into bypaths by lack of an original vision.” This explains their many manners, each one of which is hailed by the critics.

Now creation is not man's merit. It is only effected through man, a simple instrument for something high above himself and generally the artist does not even know what he himself is up to !

Time is neither good nor bad. If it becomes sick it is through man and if man becomes foul it is not because of the times he lives in but through himself.






*     *     *     *

I had a close look at Kahler's book and there is certainly a lot in it which had to be said and it is well said, it seems to me. Certain statements of appreciation I cannot share; they seem objectionable to me. Mr. Kahler, like so many critics of this kind, cannot overcome the belief in the artistic merits of Picasso, Matisse and others of that generation. They are taboo. But it is certain that as long as their shortcomings are not shown, much of what came later on cannot be seen in the right light. 

Kahler quotes a statement of Picasso's : “You must start with something and afterwards remove all traces of reality”, and then he shows six versions of a bull, each of which is a bad drawing, a kind of child's play, utterly stupid; all this without any serious criticism.

I doubt that Kafka's statement: “The dream reveals a reality that our imagination cannot reach” has any profound meaning whatsoever. I cannot see Kafka as an artist, important as he might be in the history of modern writing. There I am no judge. On the other hand, Matisse's  Chapel of the Rosary in Vence, with that figure of St. Dominic which consists of a monk's habit with a kind of egg on top – How that can be hailed as an achievement is incomprehensible to me ! This is what can happen if “all traces of reality” are removed.

The day someone has the ability and the courage to criticize these “masters”, today's outlook might begin to change. But we are very far from that moment. Venturi in his book “Painting and Painters” attempted it, especially concerning Picasso, but changed is mind later on.  At the same time he emphasizes Rouault and Chagall, wrongly in my feeling!

Kahler makes a distinction between open and closed form, the latter being perfection for him. He argues mainly from literary works but it's still not quite clear what he is up to. I think his distinction is wrong. Openness is as much a part of form as closeness. I should even say that it is the interplay of open-closed which creates form.  (An even outline is death to a painting).  I suspect Mr. K.  is not particularly sensitive to painting.

However that may be, these talks are interesting and his indictments are strong and well founded. Yet I wonder if this will have the least effect. I doubt it. As long as it will not be demonstrated that in these same sick times work having form has been accomplished, which, because of its strength, can have nothing in common with the so-called art of our times, the downward trend will prevail. But, of course, the sense of form has deteriorated so much these last fifty years there will be hardly any eyes left to perceive form. 

What we need is a school of vision. 

Here is that beautiful phrase of Venturi's about Picasso: “No wonder that such a character had so great a success in a period when the slow natural flowing of life, which is the basis of art, was discarded and ignored in favor of blind action”.

Jones: I don't think Kahler has a profound basis from which to launch his thoughts (as, for example, Maritain and Coomeraswamy have) but his tracing of the deterioration of form, I thought, had some interest. 

At present in our class we are working through Collingwood's “Principle of Art”. He says something pretty good in talking about selection; namely that the artist does not just see a reality and then select certain aspects for representation but rather paints his vision. This bears, as I understand it, on your objection to Kahler (et alia), who maintains that one starts with something and then “removes all traces of reality”. Not, as you imply, that the artist must cling to reality or he has nothing.

Do you recall the passage by Badt when he is relating Cézanne to Poussin (and the classical) where he makes a statement very much like the one you quote from Venturi: “It was this classical element in Poussin, who reintroduced the epic method of “continuity” as it had previously been practiced in antiquity, to place events in a perpetual, great, and gentle stream”.

I cannot recall exactly Kahler's words on openness and closeness of form, but myself have only the simple conviction that vitality must mean openness of form; or, to put it another way, without openness the mystery and depth of form are denied. Again, simply, I thought I noted in your figures always a break or breaks in the lines defining shapes. As you imply, the aim is that breaks not function as breaks but as positively form-creating as the lines.

Marchutz: Kahler certainly makes very good points concerning the abolition of form (because it's more than deterioration). But why have such convincing statements so little impact today? And why does the glorification of non-art continue? There is probably no answer possible.

What you write about selection in art is very interesting indeed. I ask myself if the thought cannot be pushed still further, as I once did concerning Cézanne, by saying : “For him the work of art is the reality towards which nature leads man”. (I should have said God instead of nature but this is not easily accepted in our day). Then, of course, what we used to call reality, the outer world, becomes something totally unstable, fluctuating, pure material to collect from. Or, as Delacroix said, “a dictionary”. Of course Cézanne's “réaliser” is certainly not in contradiction to all this. It is not Kahler who maintains that one starts with something real and then removes all traces of reality; it is Picasso (and Kahler criticises this view).

The passage you quote from Badt is certainly quite near to the opinion expressed by Venturi, and I am glad to know that.

Jones : in your last letter you write “the work of art is the reality towards which nature (God) leads man”. One could approach this through the concept of the earthly paradise (past) and the heavenly paradise (future), trying to keep to the Biblical framework rather than to philosophical idealism.

I have read a good bit of Malraux this Fall, and he works (in one place anyway; he really is rather diffuse and wandering in his prose) with the notion that art at its highest is revelation (of deity) and sinks into the “poetical”, for example, as Gothic and Renaissance fall away from the power of Romanesque; this distinction is close to a distinction between religious transcendence (Romanesque) and philosophic transcendence (Renaissance).

Another approach might be through the question you have been raising: why the abolition of form in our time? The excesses of the Romanesque may have persuaded Bernard that form was being disregarded or destroyed. Whenever art is a vehicle for the transcendence that is deity, form is threatened. Can you say that, whenever art is expressive of any transcendence, form is in jeopardy? Expressionism per se in art is antiformal (?).

But looking back we can see that genuine art created new forms. If our own age is both post-religious and also post-humanistic, then what transcendental, chtonic forms can be emerging? Picasso's statement mentions only the destruction, not the creation. Do you know W.B. Yeats' poem “The Second Coming”? 

I am very interested in observing, daily, the work of students at the Academy. In comparison with the big world we are quite modest and traditional. Still when a student show is put up one is struck first of all by the pervasiveness of fashion – and also the short life of visual ideas nowadays. They do the same kinds of things that students and teachers in New York, Chicago, and I guess San Francisco, Tokyo, New Delhi, Israël, Berlin and Paris are doing. Within a couple of months or so something else will float by; the art nouveau is still in evidence here but I predict other motifs by Christmas.

It is unusual to find someone pursuing his individual way. There seems to be nothing one can put his foot against to brace or push away. Pre-Raphaelites, Beardsley, Expressionists, Fauves, Nolde, African masks, pre-Columbian sculpture, Impressionists – all equally accessible and none authoritative in any resisting kind of way.

In this connection one wonders what will happen at Picasso's death. Perhaps then the timid souls will leap forth with an anti-Picasso movement. Will one be able to speak of this oeuvre as one can speak of Beethoven's or Rembrandt's? Or is he a mirror of the universal eclecticism, the pluralism that dominates the art world?

Marchutz: I was very moved to read what you told me of your experience while watching the students at work.

How much to the point are your remarks about Picasso. He is indeed a mirror of universal eclecticism, nothing else. There is no oeuvre of his; there is no Picasso color and light. For each new thing he does there is another father. 

I wrote to a friend the other day that I cannot see any quality in the famous Guernica. There is a total absence of relationship – not only between color and color, and line and line, but also between color and line. Therefore, there is no composition either. If it is a masterpiece, then a masterpiece of Beziehungslosigkeit. The question is: why are we so far from Cézanne's relationships ?

It is obvious to me that it is Picasso, Braque, Matisse and many others who are at the origin of the dismay of the students you described. The other day a girl in our class said: this is the first time I ever heard Picasso criticized. Our instructors only praise him and present him as an example to be followed.

Form is a maximum of relationships, is it not? What else gives us Beethoven and Rembrandt? Relationships of what, one may ask? What we get through our senses, I think, through life, through contact with nature, which alone can create reality. 

I think your idea of the transcendental (or its role) in Western Art as a theme for a paper is a very good one. But is it true, when you state later on that whenever art is a vehicle for the transcendent that is deity, form is threatened? I do not believe it. 

Form may change from period to period. Certain aspects one was used to might disappear and new ones emerge. But whenever there is a coherent whole, form is present. We forget so easily that form concerns, essentially, the whole. Perhaps this is one of the most difficult things to grasp. What counts is the volume of the whole.

But a further and most important question: is there any art without transcendence? I don't think so. But there are degrees of transcendence. Early Greek statuary, for example, is full of it; the Kore of the early Parthenon (this lasts in Greek art until Olympia); with Phydias it vanishes. Romanesque art is filled to the brim, early Gothic too, then life, realism, gets the upper hand. Giotto! A fullness reached later by but a few, but it lasts on through the ages in altered form; Rembrandt, in contrast to Caravaggio where transcendence is totally absent. Yet still, Rembrandt could put Caravaggio to use. 

So there is no doubt that there is a strong relationship between transcendence and art. I feel it is art (including, of course, poetry and music and architecture) which teaches us about transcendence. Its total absence in today's art (or what is called art) is certainly the reason why form is destroyed. 

Is our age port-religious or post-humanistic? Or is it not that the inborn sense of the transcendent has lost its true object, has been led astray only to deify man? A movement starting with humanism and leading straight to today's destruction? Is there any essential difference between a Hitler, Stalin, Mussolini, and a Picasso, so admired by those who despise the former?  I cannot see it. This age has succumbed to the three temptations of Jesus: the ego put above God; or, in Biblical terms, the adoration of the Devil who gives you all the power in this world.

Jones : When I wrote about form, I was thinking more simplistically of simple shapes, styles, motifs, and of the fact that they undergo transformations with the passage of time, the incursion of new emotions, new revelations. Of course you are using “form” in the sense of what constitutes the essence of the whole work, that is, what makes it a unitary work, a something rather than a nothing. 

I agree with you that Deity is not chaos but is rather form creating, and, therefore, transcendence cannot threaten form in art. However, I am something of a Protestant after all (a Barthian?) and therefore I cling to the idea that revelation of Deity always threatens “man made forms”.

To get the question out of the sphere of Christian theology by transferring it to the Greek, I am thinking that the Greek dramas, show that insight is reached through the shaking, threatening of accepted forms, volumes of life. For example, the conflict of love of country and love of family. Such conflicts as the “Oresteaid”. If the incursion of transcendence into life produces such a shaking, a threatening in politics, philosophy, morals, then art as a part of life must be subject to the same shock of discontinuity.

But to return to what I take to be agreement with your viewpoint, art really comes into being only when form is apprehended at a new level. After all, the Greek play presents the threat to forms but itself is a form, always. The arid periods in art in the past were certainly not those periods which were strongly transcendent (the Koré of the Parthenon, The Romanesque) but the periods when the transcendent has receded and was not threatening – the Hellenistic, 19th century liberal humanism. 

What, after all, do historians get from the art of the past? What do ancient works tell them, as historians, about the times in which the works came into being? It appears to be a paradox, for the greatest works are those which rise above their times. If one rapidly sees that a certain Victorian work is “dated”, he dismisses it in the same breath as negligible. The Koré of Athens rises above its period of origin, is undated so to speak. And yet it is to the great works that the historians, like all others, presumably keep returning. Is it that these great works keep  challenging historical formulations, making the historians check his generalizations ? Is it that a “dated” work simply reflects a certain age and a great work expresses the age – the difference between something which describes a person and the experience of actually hearing the person speak.

Marchutz:  I believe there is no real disagreement between our points of view. I rather think your statement: “If the incursion of transcendence into life produces such a shaking, a threatening of accepted forms, then art must be subject to the same shock of discontinuity”, is true. But form is not destroyed, it only changes and, if you want, the discontinuity is visible in the work of art. It becomes an element in the creation of another form or new relationships. It can even reinforce these. 

Do not think it preposterous if I use my own paintings as an example! There is certainly discontinuity in the strokes, no working with continuous line (as, for example, in Gauguin's figure painting). But the whole is coherent, perhaps stronger. Another form is created. There are no compositions of single figures such as Gauguin continued to do. 

One certainly may say that, with the regression of the transcendent, art becomes more naturalistic. I insist that in Greek sculpture this movement towards naturalism starts with Phydias (those of the Fronton of Olympia are still pure art) and from Phydias it declines more and more. I want to say that the core is still alive in Olympia, and why it, and what it stands for, is as alive in the statuary of Chartres and Bamberg – that's not easy to answer. 

Rembrandt seems to me to be a case where we see the transcendent breaking through nearly all of a sudden. His early work is in the line of that horrible Caravaggio. (A good painter but without a grain of transcendence. He was wilfully opposed to it. He wanted the Apostles “real”, with dirty feet and all that). With Rembrandt there was a change, with discontinuity, and the birth of a new form. Why or how is a riddle.

You have something similar with Velasquez who was a contemporary of Rembrandt. Some think it was the study of Titian's painting in Madrid which brought about the change, somebody else thinks it was El Greco. 


The early Rembrandts I speak of are all religious subjects: Sampson and his Father-in-Law; a Holy Family; Abraham sacrificing Isaac (the knife leaving the hand is in the air !). All of them have the same fault: ridiculous details, no whole whatsoever, and in no way religious. They date. Then the same man paints Saul and David and, much later, the Return of the Prodigal Son. Marvellous and beyond time.

What historians get from the art of the past is generally not insight; somebody has said that minor works express only their own age and major ones, mankind. It is about us that we learn from them. Perhaps the change in Rembrandt has been brought about by works of art and life together. Certainly not by life alone. These are mysteries. 

It is a fact that art historians have the tendency to squeeze the artists they consider into a preconceived scheme of often doubtful value. They could do much better if they were led by their own eyesight instead of documents and other peoples' writings.

I had some interesting discussions (by letter, of course) with a painter friend in Germany. He is inclined to believe in the importance of society for an artist's work, its pressures, its likes, its dislikes and so on. I contest that importance. The whole notion of “society” seems to me to be overloaded with meaning today. Of course most individuals follow the trend, willingly or unwillingly, but artists seldom do. It is not a so-called “bad society” which hinders art from coming to be; it's the absence of artists, or artists (even great ones) doing the wrong things. 

There is an example of this from the 16th century, the 1520's to be exact. Albrecht Dürer painted the Four Evangelists as a “testament” for his town.  They are infused with wrong ideas from the Renaissance and are artistically empty. About the same year Grünewald painted an enormous altarpiece of St. Gerome and St. Maurice which is a work of art of the greatest value. Both paintings are hung in the same room in the Pinakothek in Munich, an open lesson in right and wrong and the unimportance of “the times” and “society”. 






*     *     *    *

There is a profound definition of drawing by Cézanne : “Le dessin n'est que la configuration de ce que nous voyons.” But can it be understood by someone who is not struggling to render his vision? I doubt it. 






*     *     *     *

Jones : In the paper I am writing, I am trying to make the point that art can enter constructively into historical development, that is, art is not simply a pleasant phenomenon on the surface (or periphery) of life. It expands human consciousness and opens up dimensions of reality. Further, I am trying to say that to support this main thesis means - or implies - that the reality discovered by art is inseparable from the work, that art is a way of knowing (as well as an expression of feeling) and that art as a social or historical phenomenon promotes visual discernment, that is, formal acuity. The idea in this last point is that art through discovery of adequate form furnishes fulfillment to perception much as truth through rationality furnishes fulfillment to intellection. Along the way I am trying to profit from some of your thoughts, for example that light is a product of completion of form, and also the quotation from Dante.

Marchutz: What you tell me about the final version of your paper seems excellent to me and, perhaps, as near to the truth as words allow. It is a quite unusual view. I would like to say why.

Once, about ten or twelve years ago, Heidegger gave a lecture at the university here. I was able to attend his seminar with the students the morning after the lecture. There was, of course, at the center of his remarks his notion of sein (= “being” in English, I guess) and its meaning in pre-Socratic times. It came to me that what they were all trying to talk about was perfectly revealed in the figures of the Fronton of the Temple of Olympia, and I said it. It fell into a complete void. Even Heidegger didn't understand. 

This seems to me a very sad state of affairs and shows how necessary a talk like yours is. People cannot yet see the basic importance of what they call the “visual art”. These are equal to philosophy (what men think) and there were periods, without doubt, when man in general was more sustained and nourished by these than by much else, except, perhaps, the Bible. One can live and work with just these. Philosophy was for the very few, the intellectuals.

There is no doubt either that only art can give shame to our images through form. This includes choice. If choice is absent or conditioned by thought (as in Surrealism) there is no art whatsoever. 






*     *     *     *

Thanks for your paper which arrived the day before yesterday. I have read it twice and I think it excellent. Stravinsky's remark makes me think that the word “poet” comes from “poiein” (make). The poet is, indeed, a maker. I don't know if Read's thoughts about geometrical figures “first made evident in art” are not somewhat exaggerated. But this is without importance for the development of your thought. Read makes me feel uneasy. He adhers to the most unartistic modern art with the argument that something going on for over 50 years (abstract art) must be the expression of the times and cannot, therefore, be overlooked. It may well be true that it is an expression of the times. The main question is: is it an artistic one ? Here the answer has to be “no”. Besides, no purely geometrical form can be artistic. It makes me think of Heraclitus : “l'harmonie cachée vaut mieux que l'harmonie apparente.”  If we admire neolithic artifacts it is not because they are geometrical but because they suggest it only.

I like the quote from E.L.Marscall very much. It seems obvious to me that what he calls the detatched, critical, discursive function of the human mind became predominant in Western culture at the end of the Middle Ages. It became very hard for artists to recapture the second, the “break”. I wrote about this once in reference to Rembrandt's work. It is, indeed, through the second type of activity that we reach the things that really matter. 

The failure of modern art can be attributed to the fact that they try to reach things that really matter through the first way. This can be easily demonstrated. 


Concerning style: it is the result of a particular vision. As far as I know only Marcel Proust has stated this clearly: “Le style n'est pas un enjolivement comme certains pensent. Ce n'est pas une question de technique non plus. C'est, comme la couleur chez les peintres, une qualité de la vision.”

Jones: I felt you were generous as usual in your remarks on my paper. It is over-ambitious but I wanted to present something to stimulate historians to rise above a mere ”documentary” interest in art. The further I get away from reading Read's book, the more I recognize the exaggeration and oversimplification of his thesis. (Apparently the Egyptians really invented mathematics and the Greeks got it from them). Still I do believe that the imagination first fixes forms, stabilizes the self and the world, so to speak, and in that sense is the foundation or precondition of much of culture. My purpose is to link art with this constructive human power and to shift away from the view that it is a mere epiphenomenon, a function of economics, religion, scientific enquiry, technical discovery and invention.

I thank your for pointing out the fact that art is not geometrical figures. Of course you are right. The relation between primitive art forms and geometrical figures is only one of suggestive resemblance.

As for style and vision, I wish I had known of Proust's statement. I thought in the last part I was trying to link style and vision in a way sympathetic to what you have written. In plain words, education in art, progress in art is through working for clearer, better, deeper vision and not through technique except as the latter serves vision. I wanted to say that the layman as well as the professional artist should pursue this same route and not avoid the cultural task by the lame excuse: “I cannot draw a straight line”. 

Marchutz: I share entirely your opinion about the all-importance of imagination, “la reine des facultés” as Baudelaire says. He declares, too, that it is easily confused with “fantasie” which is quite another thing. It is distressing that this confusion is still prevalent today, more than 100 years after Baudelaire's statement. 

There is not the least doubt that education in art or in the understanding of art only be obtained through seeing or vision. What we call style is the expression of a particular vision. Technique which are not in the service of vision are useless, as you say. And there are often periods when technique prevails.

Baudelaire's remarks about minor artists are of great interest. Indeed he is never erring although he is sometimes reproached for not having recognized the genius of Manet. I still feel he was right there. He felt the element of banality which had slipped into Manet's work and it became, sometimes, predominant. It happens even with good artists. But I know that here I am in disagreement with even important critics. 

Jones: Your remark about Manet and the element of banality is suggestive. I think in such things as the later “Moulin de la Galette” and “The Boating Party” there is, in spite of the sumptuousness, this underlying banality. To recall Badt's comment on Cézanne and Poussin and the classical strain, the subject does not seem immersed in the “...calm and immemorial flow of time”. Does Degas succeed in avoiding the banality more than, say, Manet or Renoir? 

Marchutz: There is much to say about the element of banality which sometimes creeps into art. Delacroix made a note of this in his diaries when he saw a painting of  bathing women by Courbet (this painting is in the museum at Montpellier). The later works of Renoir move entirely away from it as do the later works of Degas. But it lives on in Seurat, Leger, German Expressionism, even in Kokoschka. I wonder if it is possible to define it? It has to do with details, with additive vision.

Jones: As you know, Pissarro was working in his hometown of Charlotte Amalie, St. Thomas Island, as a clerk, when he was in his early twenties, having returned there from commercial schooling in Paris. He was already deeply interested in art and was doing a lot of drawings. He was observed by, and consequently met, a Danish painter named Fritz Melbye (his brother Anton was a Paris painter) and these two paired-up and established themselves in a studio in Venezuela. This period lasted for two or three years and then Pissarro went off to Paris. 

Some of the landscape drawings and particularly a pencil drawing of some trees in a wood clearly show the Pissarro that was to come. What is even more singular is that this drawing is suggestive of Cézanne. There is the building of forms with the short strokes and there is also evidence that he was working over the whole surface at once. The crotch of a tree will be drawn in but the lower trunk left untouched. His attention seems first drawn to the “jointures”, the crotch, the angle of the limb and the joining of limb to trunk. But more than all this, the curves and shapes he uses to construct these forms look like Cézanne curves.

Students who have studied the nature of Pissarro's influence on Cézanne may have covered all this

Marchutz: I agree with you that these drawings are very fine. It pleases me to think that Cézanne looked at them and admired them when he became the apprentice of Pissarro in 1872. 

As far as I know, no one has ever studied these drawings in relation to Cézanne. I feel you open up a new vista here which should be examined. Cézanne must have seen them during his       close association with Pissarro. Did he not (if I am right) towards the end of his life, in the catalogue of a show in Aix, add behind his name : “élève de C. Pissarro” ?






*     *     *     *

Lately I read the correspondence between Goethe and Schiller and found some letters of Schiller's written in 1797. The shortcomings of the then modern artists he sees as being caused mainly by their failure to cope with nature, to transform nature into art. This was because they neglected the examples of the past which, after a profound study, can reveal how such and such an artist learned how to cope with nature.

Well, he pleads for all that we try to impart to our students. You may find these letters in an English edition. They are Schiller's letters from Sept. 14th and 15th, 1797. In them he insists that the subject must always be defined by the means peculiar to each art : “L'artiste moderne met un contenu poétique dans son oeuvre, lequel sans cela serait vide et pauvre, puisqu'elle manque du contenu qui peut seul être puisé dans les profondeurs de l'objet”. This is what Cézanne and Van Gogh could do!






*     *     *     *

I read some essays of Panovsky which are interesting. Sometimes there are superb passages. He says a curious thing which merits some thought. Egyptian art, he says, was not for looking at; most of it was hidden in dark and inaccessible rooms.

It's true that most of the fine bas relief carving was hidden in tombs. But was it not vision which gave birth to their particular way of making images, notwithstanding the fact that execution could be quite mechanical and that it followed strong rules? Lined-up figures, I should think, are quite a common sight in a flat country (caravans, so to say) and their ingenious way of uniting frontal view and side-on, or profile view in an absolutely convincing manner, is a great artistic achievement. It may teach us much about the importance of abstraction for creating a living image. A purely naturalistic one is always dead and that must be because of the total absence of abstraction. All that is very curious.

Jones :  The paradoxical observation that some abstraction is necessary to make something come alive and that pure and simple naturalism is always dead, is interesting. I have wrestled with this thought or some version akin to it but never got very far in unravelling it. One idea that keeps occurring to me in this connection is that before one can experience art he must make the assumption that “the world I am about to enter is not the real world”.

Everybody in looking at the framed picture, the statue on the pedestal, the book between the covers, the play on the stage, makes the tacit or explicit commitment: “the real world has no place here”. Trompe l'oeil meets this assumption head-on; it is necessarily a tour de force, a paradoxical work, never a masterpiece; it is a comment on the world of art rather than an  inhabitant of that world.

Pursuing this idea that the world of art is first of all not the actual world, the analogy with the interior of the enclosed Egyptian tomb rises to mind from your letter. Of course the world of the dead is not the actual world either (it's analogous to the world of art) but apparently primitive people have always believed that there was an overlap, communication, mutual participation to one degree or another between this world and the world of the dead. Similarly, I guess, in a more sophisticated theory, the view has prevailed that there is some overlap, mutual participation between art and life. 

An interesting thing about the paradox is that to enter the world of art one must not accept a repetition or the actual world, one must not expect familiar surroundings. Thus abstraction. And it has to be abstraction rather than an entire creation da novo for if it were the latter we could not experience it.

You may know the painting by a contemporary surrealist of a pipe with the label 'This is not a pipe”. I wonder if the Egyptians when they placed in the tomb (along the abstract bas relief figures) real kernels of corn and other foods, assumed something like “this is not real corn”. (It would seem not when they buried actual slaves and wives with some king). Of course it is possible that such actual objects (even wives and slaves) were included for their symbolic value rather than from a literal belief in a continuing life of some kind. The slaves and wives may have “stood for something” just as much as the figures in the bas reliefs. 

Marchutz: I read something a few months ago which struck me very much. It was expressed by W.H. Auden and goes like this: “The arts are a chief means of communication with the dead.  Without communication with the dead a fully human life is not possible”.

It sounds strange at first because we are not used to realizing that when confronted with the works of art of the past (as the overwhelming majority are, of course) we are in communication with the dead. I feel that this has to do with what you have said about the possible significance of the Egyptian tombs. I cannot quite grasp it of course, as I cannot say what degree of abstraction makes a work of art. 

Poetry uses language which is an abstraction from the real, which it can perfectly recreate or even make. It is not for nothing that “poet” means “maker”. The conclusion that the work of art is the reality and not the “actual” world is perhaps not wrong insofar as art takes into account the whole man, including what the senses do not transmit directly. 

The idea you express that the world of art is first of all not the actual world is certainly true. Perhaps the affirmation that the world of art is more real than the actual world may be admitted for the above reasons. With the Egyptian tombs it is probably an integration of past and present, maintaining them “in life”, alive. The cult of the dead in Greece and China, or wherever probably, makes the “fully human life” without which art too is impossible. 

I do not know what the relation is between art and religion but without religion there is no art. 






*     *     *     *

Jones: I have read a biography of Munch (not very good) and Roethel's book on the Blue Rider group. Individually, many artists at the turn of the century had something to say, I'm sure, but when one surveys the various groups (Blaue Reiter, die Brücke, Sezession, les Fauves, the “Eight,” etc...) one finds very little positive content. 

The common bond and the strength of these artists was that they were rebels.  I am very much on their side in hating “bourgeois hypocrisy” (this is like standing for “goodness and motherhood”) but in time the negativistic and protest elements in their work will no longer suffice to compensate for lack of artistic content.

Marchutz: I do not appreciate those German Expressionists very much. They are not really rebels in art although they would like you to believe it. They want to move you, by any means. But being themselves without that kind of emotion which leads to creation of form, their works are without artistic content. They are, in most cases, a kind of pamphlet. 






*     *     *     *

There is in Cézanne a degree of transcendency quite different from his contemporaries. I believe all of us must admit degrees of transcendency (or the feel for it) and so, in consequence, in art.

Another thought was brought about by what you once said about the concepts of earthly and heavenly paradise. Dante says the following about paradise: 



Nel suo profondo vidi che s'interna



Legato con amore in un volume



Cio que per l'universo si squaderna



Sustenze et accidente et lor costume



Quasi conflati insieme per tal modo



Che cio ch'io dico e un semplice lume.

This is certainly the most complete statement about what a work of art requires. Bound with love in one volume (and it is volume and not “book” as some translate it). Substance and accidents “et lor costume” (what is of the time) conflated in such a way that there is but a simple light.

We have the relation of volume and light with love as the biding element.  Light results if the volume is right.

I met this text through T.S. Eliot, quite some time after my little note for the small catalogue was written. It is not a confirmation?






*     *     *     *

A curious thing occured to me the other day. You know all the fuss that has been made about Cubism, its importance for reintroducing volume in painting, etc.., etc... Well, we all know that Cubism died around the beginning of the First World War without having achieved any of its pretended aims.

Now at the same time, two living and working painters, Renoir and Degas, were creating works in which the sense of volume is the predominant feature. These were Renoir's late paintings and Degas's bronzes (he was half blind at the time). They were not shown, not known. 

Would not the fate of painting have been different if less noise had been made about Cubism and Fauvism and other novelties and some noise made about old Renoir? This too was art of those times and real and great art at that.  What a false history of art has been built-up because of this lack of clear-sightedness. Western art was far from dead. It was alive in dying Renoir and Degas and will continue to live in those who understand the message. 

What an impression I got when, in Berlin, I saw their work from the mid-twenties for the first time.

What an absurd man-made thing the march of history is! Some want it ineluctable, lawful, even previsible, predictable. What utter nonsense.

Jones: I enjoyed your observations about Renoir, Degas and art history. The whole preoccupation today with art history seems somewhat artificial to me. Have you read any of Harold Rosenberg's essays which examine the preoccupation of today's art world with “making” art history? The idea seems widespread that one must above all discern in each moment of time what is the one fitting expression of that moment which will be preserved as “art historical”.

As you say, the assumption is often an idea that some wave or current, an ineluctable change and movement away from the past, is the authentically historical. History seems to be viewed as nonhuman force for change rather than, say, as a continuing conversation among intelligent beings. To view the avant-garde as the only historically real would seem to me by this time to have demonstrated its fallaciousness. But the madness persists. 






*     *     *     *

Today I read some Van Gogh letters and although I remembered certain observations, others seemed entirely new to me. It is the same with looking at paintings at different times, or reading a poem or a novel again. Time intervenes. We do not know how. Have we changed – or the work of art? I would not dare to answer. Probably both.






*     *     *     *

(Jones): I have wondered about the validity of art schools. During the holidays we assembled a show called “5 Years Later”, the work of alumni of the school who graduated five years ago, about twelve persons.

One case interested me. The work was tasteless and trashy, and Mr. R*** remarked that the man was doing better work when he was an undergraduate than now, after he had finished a higher degree at graduate school. I can see how a school like ours can teach the young person some of the basic elements of the craft, so to speak, but as far as ideas are concerned there is simply a chaos. 

I run up against the opinion quite often that the student believes his role as an artist is to give expression to some subjective nexus which is conceived to be innate, different from any other inner nexus, and therefore valuable to communicate. 

The only quickening current or element is always the last gabble of the Avant Garde. Now, everything is Marcel Duchamp. It's not all as bad as the above lines picture it, but the prevailling climate is pretty much as described. 

As for the faculty; as artists each seems to be “doing his own thing”, but whatever connection there might be among the work of all, if there is a connection, is never inquired about. A far as I can tell no one feels that what one is doing has anything to do with what others are doing. I certainly do not sit in judgement on them, for their's is a hard life and doubtlessly they have been rebuffed so many times they retreat into their studios and their work as into a private fantasy.

I am reading Hilton Cramer's “The Age of the Avant Garde”. The author is a visiting professor of criticism at Yale and a critic for the New York Times. His thesis seems to be that the age of the avant-garde has come to an end. He believes that the dominance of the avant-garde mentality since the end of the symbolist revolution at the end of the 19th century, was made possible by, and was itself an expression of, bourgeois mentality. It was, as a revolutionary doctrine (”clear the deck of everything that has proceeded”), an expression of the conscience of the middle class.

The tolerance and liberalism of the middle class, while in the early stage affronted by this avant-garde attack, not only allowed it but, as it were, encouraged it. The end was an accommodation; that is, avant-garde became institutionalized like big business, accepted as the only genuine art, etc... Now there is nothing to revolt against; the bourgeoisie is stretched out supine and willing to submit to any indignity that might be visited upon it. And the avant-garde is now the tradition.

I guess suicide is the only revolt now possible and contemporary art, like Kirillov in “The Possessed” who killed himself to prove that God does not exist, must demonstrate that no art is possible.

My sympathies are with the author but I don't yet know if the age of the “post avant-garde” has any meaning. For one thing, I am not at all sure that the age of the avant-garde is over nor even that to characterize the last 80 years as an “age of the avant-garde” is, in fact, helpful. To what other periodic generalization of history does the concept “age of the avant-garde” relate? Was it an age like Renaissance or Romantic or Romanesque? What do Cubism, Futurism, Fauvism, Dadaism, Constructivism, Surrealism, Minimalism and Pop have in common? Except that on time (briefly) each was in some kind of ascendency in the mass mind.

I guess my point is that the author seems to think that the job now is to assimilate the contributions of avant-garde and move on. But I am not so sure the contributions of the past 80 years can be recovered and assessed under the rubric of “avant-garde”.

If you set art history within the wider context of general history you have to face and answer general questions about what has happened to man in the last 80 years. In what direction is civilization moving? The phrase “avant-garde” as denominating an art epoch becomes a phrase denoting a hastening to destruction if one views history in general as going downhill for the past century.

If, on the other hand, Western civilization is simply moving into another phase of its life, what is the meaning of “the age of the avant-garde”? Until these questions are faced and answered, I do not feel that too much light is shed by the label “avant-garde” and the definition of it as a revolt against the negativities of the bourgeoisie.

Marchutz: Each of your statements is important and true, as are those concerning the book by Hilton Kramer. I cannot see either what help the notion of ”the age of the avant-garde” can have. Does it not rather add to the existing confusion instead of clarifying it?

I particularly appreciate what you say about the chaos of ideas, the importance laid today on the subjective nexus of feeling which is regarded as a kind of absolute, innate, different from any other nexus and valuable for communication.

Your impression of the faculty seems to me to be of great insight. It can be applied to most (if not all) of today's art faculties. Each ”does his thing” with no connection whatever among the work of the various members. One could even add: most despise one another. But what can be the effect of this on the young and more or less helpless students? There is a kind of nihilism here, this is evident. 

“Post avant-garde” seems a notion formed freely after post-impressionism for the simple and stupid reason that all this occurred at the same time. “Post-impressionism” itself is a term construed from different and even contradictory activities:  for example Cézanne, Seurat, Van Gogh, Lautrec.

How slowly things are seen and named, and then wrongly! Think about Renoir in his last years. He achieved naturally and without words, at the same time the Cubists were painting, exactly what Cubism intended to do and utterly failed to achieve.

There seems to be little or no understanding of feeling for art anymore, no common goal. There is no more sense of responsibility with the artist, no sense of obligation towards something higher. Well, I am feeble in manipulating words whereas so many have that gift and misuse it.

Jones: I am still reading the Kramer Book, but the content is just one review after another of the New York shows. There are interesting bits of information about various artists, but no unity, direction or development in the whole.

The contrast one feels is between the chaos of this collection and the excitement of, say, Baudelaire's annual review of the Salons in which there was the operation unity of an informed intelligence applying standards to one and all alike, fearlessly; putting himself on the line as an arbiter of what is genuine, knowing that history might or might not bear him out.

Kramer apparently has no conviction that this kind of thing might be needed today nor that it might be possible. He certainly makes value judgements and earnestly wrestles towards candor and honesty, but he never discusses the question of his own assumptions and outlook. He does not discuss with the reader what there is, if anything, which does give or should give consistency to his judgements throughout.

He obviously feels an obligation to “place” everybody but always relative only to other artists similarly oriented, never relative to truth, the world, God, rational principles, or any other universal. So, according to Kramer, Bonnard was quite good but, of course, not of the first rank like Matisse. But still very good, shall we say second rank? In the end it all comes to something as definite as a gossipy comparison of the various women at a cocktail party.





*
*
*
*

Marchutz: Universal value is not admitted anymore. We know better today; one is backward if he believes it. It is next to nothing.

There is a beautiful remark by Thomas Aquinas (I translate from the German): “It is art which is the measuring stick for works of art; any work of art is perfect insofar as it is in accord with art.”

He implies that art cannot be anymore defined than God; it can be felt and sensed. This would not satisfy our modern “scientists” of art.





*
*
*
*

If the ideal element prevails (what we call the “literal”) as it does in many paintings, there cannot be art. And if nature is not understood?  The same. Our excitement or satisfaction results from the reality shown by a work of art, a work which is, as Cézanne put it, “parallel to nature”.

In paintings, even imagined things have to be in accord with vision that is conditioned by nature. An angel, for example, has wings and although they may be very bird-like wings and beautifully painted, one might doubt that they can lift the angel up (as in many paintings). If this is the case, there is something wrong from the point of view of art.





*
*
*
*

Jones: The other day I saw one of those calendars which reproduce a different painting for every month ... about half are nineteenth and twentieth century French paintings. I looked at Pissarro's “The vegetable Garden” and liked it very much.

I was struck by how much it reminded me of some of Van Gogh's paintings and recalled I had a similar thought about the resemblance between Pissarro and Cézanne when looking at reproductions of some of Pissarros's early drawings. These resemblances may be fantasies but I wish someone would mount an exhibition under the general title of “Pissarro and His Pupils” and gather a selection of works which would reflect light back and forth as it were.

Marchutz: Your thoughts about Pissarro's painting are interesting. An exhibition, as you suggest, would be worthwhile. Cézanne was an accomplished artist when he decided to learn from Pissarro some more about color (and only that). The influence of Cézanne is very visible in Pissarro's work.

When they worked in close contact (sometimes before the same motif) Pissarro reached heights hardly attained by him later. There were, though, some basic difference between their conceptions of nature. 





*
*
*
*

I recently came across a poem by Goethe, one of the most marvelous ones: the Marienbaden Elegie. He wrote it when he was over 70 years of age and deeply in love with a young girl. The poem was written in his coach on the way back home from seeing her. I have no idea if a good translation is available. It would take a great poet to make one.

It is for me, next to Dante's “Divine Comedy”, the most complete statement of the nature of love and its close relation or interpenetration with religion and even art.

One of the reasons, it seems to me, of rthe downfall of the arts today (probably the reason) is that love as defined by Goethe has vanished. Love as “belonging to”.


Da ruht das Herz, und nichts vermag zu stören


Den tiefsten Sinn, den Sinn, ihr zu gehören.

Whereas what is predominant around us (and not only today) is love which has possession as its goal; this ruins the persuer and human life. Perhaps its the old story of heavenly and earthly life. Goethe talks about the egoism which melts away with real love :


Der Selbstsinn tief in winterlichen Grüften;


Kein Eigennutz kein Eigenwille dauert, 


Vor ihrem Kommen sind sie Weggeschauert.

It is great and illumination and there is much more to it than I can say. Nothing can explain how such a poem comes to be. It was as much a surprise to the maker as it is to us.
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