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Preface

This paper was written as an introduction to my honors exhibition
of prints and paintings. 3uch an introduction, representing a partial
fulfillment of the project requirement, is intended as a suplement to
the actual paintings. Because the nature of wiiting is so different from
wisual expression, discussion was necessarily re=stricted to a brief re-
sume of my relstionship to certain prevailing attitudes among painters
today and to major influences from the past.

For my honors program S3enior project I produced a series of paint-
ings and »rints which had comuon or banal objects as subject matter.
From the outset the proiect was planned as an open=-ended @xcursion into
a kind of genre painting. Although this essay produced a body of work
that represented no more than the foundation of a form of expression,
some definite discoveries were made that could be noted as conclusive.
There was no atteapt tc find one correct way to paint the banal object.
Therefore, not 2ll avenues of investigation were exhausted and the paint-
ings executed represented only the beginnings of an ongoing prccess.
This apparent limitlessness was very encouraging because it indicated
that my discoveries were not suvrerficial and that I was entering into
a rich field of work.

Various media, including oil paintings and lithographic prints,
were chosen when I thought they were most appropriate for my study.
In each media I relied cn technicues which were traditional and occasion-
ally utilized new techniques when they were needed. These techniques
were not major developments and my purpose was not primarily an in-
vestiration of technical problems; so my discussion ie limited to
pictorial objectives.

The stvudy became a multi-sided propositicn. That is, each pzinting

in the oroject represented only a part of a total rhilosophy--one facet
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in a many sided stone. My influences fpom the past and my attitudes
toward presant day trends could not all be dewonstrated in any one
painting. Therefore each rainting, although it made a comrlete visual
statement, represented cnly one or two ideas and attitudes. Some of
these attitudes were expressed in several paintings; so that each paint-
ing was related to the whole bedy of work. This interrelstionship cf
ideas and attitudes rave individuval pnaintings a depth and richness because
each was only a small reflection of a lar~er and ricner philosonhy.

Genre Art

To the casual objerver banal subject matter such as match boxes,
bits of walivaper, or road simns may not appear to be rromising material
for the producticn of an art of great conseguence. An object's potemt-
ial as subject matter, however, lies in the artist's familiarity with it.
These genre obiects are comnletely familiar to me because they are common.
Thus their notential as material for the production of great art is am
nigh as that of any other object.

According to Webster, genre art is "painting, in which subjects of
everyday lif'e are treated realistically."l This genaral definition relates
only little to my particular gzenre expression. Webster co::ld have been
defining almost any advertising art. OSenre cbjects can be painted in so
many different ways that any defirition serves only to categorize the
painting generallv and not to explain its meanings or purposes. There-
fore the fact that I used everydar objects as subject matter in my paintines
is of little consequence in itself. My reasons for using these subjects
can be better understcod by relating my paintings to Pop art, Realism,

and Maric Realism.,

1. ‘Webster's New Collegsiate Dictionarv, (G.&C. Merriam co. Springfield

Mass., 1960.) p. 348.
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Pop art, Realism, and Magic Realism

A new interest in pgenre subjects, especially those which depict or
glorify the blatant and crass aspects of our culture, has resulted in a
vital a:rt form. This aovenent, variously called For art, New Pealisnm,
and Nec-Dada, took as subject matter imagres from vopular cuvlture. Bar-
bara Rcse rzcently examined the attitudes and nractices of this group of

artists in an article which arpeared in Art Internationale She said that

this ycung zenerztion of Por artists, aged 25 to 40, grew up in a world
of atrocitiess. As children these artists had known the depression, the
WPA, World War II, the bomb, and an uneasy peace. The Pop artiats have
grown to maturity in an affluent, post-war America. In the ppinion of
Barbara Ros: an early contact with atrocity and hardship coupled with a
passive —osition forced on these artists by their relative youth left
them with an ironical accentance of the world.

Their art did not takethe form of protest simoly because they felt
that protest was useless in an era so completely accustomed to megatons
and overkill. According to Barbara Rose, the Pop artists had alsc inher-
ited a shock proof audience of affluent sophisticates. The "shocking"
art of the first half of the Twentieth Century had resulted in a heri-
tage of comrlete freedom of technicue and aesthetics. Their permissive,
blase audience readily accepted any kind of art; therefore prcotest was
ineffective because it woved no one. So refusal to protest became the vri-
mary factor in governing the Fop artist's lack of commital. Although
the Fop artisis vsed-be subject natter of the mid-Twentieth Century, they
did not become personally involved with it. Indeed they were indifferent
to their subjects and attempted to render surface appearance objectively

and without feeling.2

2. Barbara Rose, "Dada Then and Yow," Art International, VII/1 (January
1963, ), p. 23.
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This objectivity was not used in order to comzent intellectualiy.
Rather, the Pop artists had withdrawn from active participation in life
and were ?pointing a non-committal finger and saying "lcok". Their sub-
jects, the scup cans, coke bottles, signs, comic strip panels, and ham-
burgers, were all presented withcut comment or versonal commitment. As
a leading Pop artist, Weoyne Thiebaud said, "The new realists, or Fop
artists, sav its vossible tc be cool, not hive a v ersonal feeling for the
object. The new artist is saving maybe sou can do your art with ease,
withcut any involvment at all."5 Banality, harsinness, and commercialism
were all used to reenfeorce the pointing finger, to focus the attention
of the viewer so that he saw the common objects anew.

"8y relentiessly focussing the attention of the spectator,

the new Dada artist regrires nim to think again about what he

is seeing."”

In the paintings executed for my honors study scme of the objects
were presented in a straightforward objective mamner, painted realist-~
icaily and without comment like the Pop aritsts. These inages, however,
formed :-nly cart of larger com ositions and were never meant to stand alone
as bhe comolete paintings These separate objective :arts were brought
together so that they coir.d be corpared and interpreted in combinaticn.
Each image zcted as a modifier for the others; consequently, objectivity
did not lead tc indifference as it did for the Pop artists. Of coursee
Por art never intended to zo "beneath the surface" of its subjects; 1
did. In this I was zuch more traditional then the Pop artists because
artiste have historically been concerned with meaning and rersonal interv-
retation.

Also T shared the Pop artists' interest in the fleeting and the

imrermanence rerreserted by many contewporzary cbjects. Acccrding to

3. "They Faint; You Recogrize," Time, vol. 83 (april 3, 1964), p. (4.
4. Rose, op. cit., p. 25.
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Rarbara Rose, the Fop artists' interest in these objects was one of nos-
F : ) k .

talgig for a gleetin: present that so quickly becane the past.~- ‘“hile
Fop art reflected this in its use of soup cuns and newspaper cutouts,
T used similar disposzble objects such as match boxes and cigarette packs.
My match box raintings, for exam le, show objects that are as g ickly
gone as any flower. They were bite and pieces of life at acme single
moment, but my intercst wvas not in these cbjects' rnostalgia. Rather I
was interested in an or-anic prccess, almest a life cycle, exhibtited by
these little distosable objects. The match boXes and clgarette packs
were transient. “hile thev existed, thev were harsh and blatant, but
thev were s> soon gone-cnly to be rendaced by identical cbjects— that
their banality was almost acceptable.

Realisn is a form of art that represents nabure exactly as it is.
Ko face-lifting cor idealization is ever vermitted to transgress he sac-
red aprearance of the subjects. Cf course this attitude correilates with
gcience, ani indeed man rea istic artists have also been scientists.®
Genre may have beer considered the rerfect fcrm cof rea.ism because there
was no temptation in the common sibject mutter used tc inject lofty
ideals or noble sentiments. 1In this way ~enre art srew to be the homely
ccusin cf Realism. As genre z2rt pained more and nore in popularity it
came tc be regarded as an important classification of art in its owm
rizht. The Dutch still life painters of the Seventeenth Centurv were
taovght of by their conteuwporaries as the most competent of the genre
realist of that time. However, these rainters seemed to be verr rer-
scnally involved in their subjects. Even thcugh their imiges were ob-
jectively rendered, they had a presence more commandin~ than the actual

objects. Recentlv the name, Magic Reslism, wzs given to vainting which

Ibid., Do 26
Fra Angelico z2nd Lecnario da Vinci are two exampies of artists
with a distinct scientific bent.

N\t
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imploved meticulous realism in order to attain a verscnal involwnent
with the subject.

The term, Ma ic Reaiism, has been a vague lzbél at best, and there were
any number of artists whese werk renained on a berderline between Maric
Realism and Realism. Rewmbrandt and Vermeer both achieved an interse
personal strle that com letely transcended siuple imitation of appear-
ance. Vermeer did this throucsh excertional @éhnical means and Rembrandt
by an indefinable symrathy with the subject. 1In the Twentieth Century
there have heen painters with quite disparate styles all ciasgified
ag iMaric Realists. Painters as unlike as Andrew Wyeth and Walter Murch
have been classified together. These da-ic Rezlists have been thought
of as a group only by critics and writers who needed categories and
systems in crder to chart the directiims of contemnorary art. In reality
these men were cuvite individuval in their rurvoses and means.

During the course of my investigation in painting I found that
part of the avpeal of Mavic Reaiism resided in its use of implied
detail. Althouch the otjects in Magic Realist paintings appeared to be
rendered in minute detall, a close inspection revealed that the detail~
ing was very; selective and not really ohotographic. The Realists also
had been selective in their use cof detail, but their attitude generally
had been to paint cniy énough detail to rerresent the outward appear-
ance of the object and tren to stop. They rarely carried detailine to
the extreme of being minutely rhotographic. On the other hand, the
Mazic Realists started at the point of beins photograrhic. Their de-~
tailing became selective only when-hey could imcly this photographic
effect. In part they were able to make this imrlication by a careful
consideration of abstraction. This abstraction never viol:ted the

objective asrearance of the subject but was used to rsenforce it.
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Each brushestroke was considered b.th as a part of an image z2nd as part
of an abstract structure. Naturally since such considerati-ns were
on an extremely small scale--brushstroke to brushstroke-- the casual
observer never even noticed that anvy abstraction had t .ken rlace.
Still it was this minute abstraction that allowed the Magic Realists
to imply sc much. This implication, rather than actual ststement,
cave their imapges an avsterity of means and nrcduced an intensely
realistic effect. This intensity accounts for the fact that Magic
Realist paintings often seem much more "real' than even the actual
objects. Andrew Wyeth, one of the best known Magic Realists, has
said, "I'm a pure abstractionist in my thought. I'm no more like a
realist, such as Hakin or Corley, than I'm like the man in the moon. *f
The Japanese roetry form, Haiku, alsc demanded this objectivity
and austerity vsed by the Ma~ic Realists. The Haiku poem consisted
of one or two objects presented factualliy to the reader. These obiects
were not irterpreted or even described singly. 3But, taken together,
they formed an austere and powerful image. All interpretation was
implied; sc that the exact choice of objects was very criticil and
depended or. a felt organic unity rather than any raticnal analysis of
meaning. For examrnle:
On a withered bcugh
a crow alone is perching;
Auvtumn evening now.
~Basho
The three cobjects, *he withered bourh, a crow, and he autuan evening,
are presented without commentary; yet, all three are held together

by a comunor feeling of organic unity. They form a victure complete in

7. "Andy's World," Time, vol. &2 (December 2/, 1%65), p. Sl.
&. ZKennetn Yasuda, The Japanese Haiku, (Rutland, Vermont: Charles
E. T.ttle Coapany, 1958), p.5.
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itself and description would c¢nly be redundant. This simrlicity is
vary ausiere; the cobjects choser nust be exactly rizht in order to imply
all :amperpretation. Thiis chcice uvitimately derends on en intuitive
response to the obiec.s and not on logic or inteliectual concepts.
Alsc, just =2s he Maric Realists depended on zabstraction to gieve their
work impact, the formal considerations, rhythm, rhyme, alliteration,
etc., gave & great impact toc the Haiku vpoen.

I shared tris interest in objectivity and austerity with4be Macic
Realists and the Haiku poeéts. Although scme of the subjects of nmy
nairtings were akin to the Por artists' Sye of the images of ropular
cuiture, these aatch boxes, cigarette packs, signs and packaging were
nct vresented indifferently. The subjects were cresented oxjectivelry,

but interrretation was 1mplied when e obizets were combined into a

[

com?lefe touTe. 23 also concerned with inrlying detail like the
Maric Realists to allow the 2bstract structure to add tc the force of
the irnagze.

One of mv smallest nzaintings, Best Wishes, 1s a good exarple of the
rositiin I tave in relation te Fop art and iagic Realism. This pdint-
ing juxtanoses a common match box with three miniatur=s oranves. The
surreal e fect created bvthe ainiature oranges adds impact do the
painking which is intended to comment on the transient sualitv of b:oth
tne Zr:it and he mateh box. T feel that any attraction which fri-it or
flowers nay have is closelr rel:ted to its organic and aomentarv qual-
ity. These transient objects have so soon changed or ceased tc be that
I never have time to tire of them. Many lisposable objiecte in cur cul-
ture, such =zs match boxes, have this ivrernanence, hut many veonle com-

vletely irnore them or consider then valuveless. Possible this unresnon-

siveness 18 a resvlt of the very disrosable nature of these cbjecis.
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“hat is thrown away is considered worthless. Ry using these obiects
as subject natter for a worx of art I h-ve forced the viewer to see
them out of thelr ordinary context and toc consider thea for what I think
thevy really are. Tne Fop artists atteupted to force the viewer to sce
tneir subject matter answ. Imfortunately they were indifferent to their

objects and never mn:de the metavhore likenine them to fruit cr other

objects. This metarhorz is an imrortant diff'erence, I think, and »points

<
3

decidedly a1y onnosition to their neutral attitude.

ancther of my paintings, Three Together, invites this conparison

of objects by a comrcsitional device. The theee objects to be comrared,
an cnéon, a section of wallvaper, and a packarse of g:rlic, are each
given a sevarate panel. The compariscn itself AB complic:ted, znd I'm
sure one look a2t &he painting will tell the viewer more than T can sz~
here. “owever, I have utilized some oeneral concents 2bout compoq&ion
that sho1ld be discussed.

Any two rectangles brov~ht near eacl: other create an in-lked re-
lations®ir or closure. If thes towvch, as in this painting, the near
proximity results in a line or relztionship that leads t¢ new inter-
relationships between the two. In com ositions of this sort the whole
is more important than the cum of the parts because the inner relation-
ships result in a compositional unitv in which each »art denends on
all of the other parts for support. I found this tvre of comrosition
to be useful because of the disparate nature of my cbjects in Three
Together. It was necessarv that each object be seen as couwplete in
itself--a full-blown onion, 2 gzarish bit of n»nackaging, a weathered bit
of wallpaper. 7Yet tc invite cornrariscons anong them I needed <o estab=-

lish a comrositicnal unity. Placin-s thcse objects in a conventional

still life would merely ret rn them to their ordinary context an+ not
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nresent them as soaethinz worthy of exanination. For my vurposes they
must be talken out of context ard isolated so that their garishness
or iampermarence can te seen anew. Then their proximity in this tvpe
of comwosition invites analogy.

The separate nanels of my vainting then azct as a device to isclate
these objects and he comrvesition serves to establish relationships
between them. These relaticnshnivs take og the Torm of wvisual meta-
phers. The impermanence of the conion is like the disposable quality
of the vacka -inz. The fading wallpaper can be likened to the life
cycle of the onion. All of this is contained in be rainting as a whole;
each panel contributes to the imace and is acted uron by all of the
other panels.

I think th:t this -~ ainting also demonstrates another of my quarrels
with Pop art. Excesticn shculd be tzven, I thin:z, to the Pop artists'
freguent se of the paste-up or collave technique. Many of their
vaintings contain wmore paper than paint. For example, *Ir. Ton Jessélmann,
one cf the better known Pop artists, recentlv exhibited two paintings
in the Chicago Art Institute, Both are p:rtially collace paste-ups

on

of lithogr :phic rosters. In my orinion these waintings fail af two
counts. PFirst, their surface is a Jistracting medlev of vaint, paver,
and even tin. Tris c¢o'1d be an asset if the various svrfaces had been
used tc advarta-e. However, these various materials receive light

in such different ways that the entire picture can never e seen 2t one

imes Second, the collage technique seems to ne to be an easy way out.
Great guantities of these pictures can be ~roduced quite readily, almnost
like reprocuctions. B2ut the imnaves seem not to require or to be in-
tended for wide distribution. Because it is easy, thie collage tech-

nigue also seeuns to degradethe objects rerresented rather than to
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cive then importance. The Maric R.alists have found that rnatiently
rendering an object ~ives it an imrortance. Since the Fon artists
have stated that trey are interested in attracting attention to their
inzges, thes should not igncre this fact. Of course they are indiff-
erent to their cbjecig; sc it is not inconsistent at all that they
shiculd be vnwilling to expend much effort on them.

All of the above discussion is relevant to the "road thexne® thzat

appears in sone of my ~aintings. Road 39 South, probably the best

examnle of my road paintings, contains hints of the garishness of Fop
art as well as the objectinity and implied detail of Magic Realism.

It is also related to he Surrealist techniocue of juxtarosition. The
Surrealists often juxtanose:l shocking and vnrelated objects or changed
the scale of objects in order to remind the viewer of a dream werld

or to call up primordial psychological imares. In my rainting, Zest
‘ishes, I gave iwmortance to the objects by confusing the scale. 1is a
result the oranges are often thought o be pumpkins and the match box

seems three feet tall. Road 22 South is 2 reversal of this. Instead

of bringing together unrelated objects I hive separated an existing
combinaticn in order to show its natural juxtarosition. Road signs in
their evervyday context are unnoticed or accected as vart of the land-
scape. T="is is changel when they are presented for contemrlation as

\
contrasting elements in a composgtion. The sipgns can be seen as man-
made objects in a world that reproduces itseif and as s=z2rish, banal

ovjects in contrast with the somber and dignified land.

In intent and sructure the painting, Road 3% South, closely re-

sembles Haiku. The structure of the painting consists of hree images

objectively revorted. This is similar to the simple naning of objects
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without the use of adjectives in Haiku. Like Haiku the objects in

Road 35 South are careful.y chosen for all of the i:wlications they

contain. The rozd theme was chesen for its reflection of the speed,
lcneliness, and mobility so characteristic of our age. These qualities
are all inherent in the contrasts menticned above, but they are vague.
They were never intended to be clear statements, just as Hailu poems
are not clear statements. The intentional ambiguity resulting from the
use o imrlicaticns is meant to intensify the imape. The image itself,
however, results from a sensed resnonse to the objects and not from
a rational analysis cf their implications. The objects were vainted
factually and without interpretaticn in order thz:t their austerity
cculd add emphasis to the total effect and tha the imares cculd be
reduced to their bare escentials. Thus the use of implication and
. s Jal . s ~
objectivity allowed‘ié%to say much more in my paintings. As 3lenn
Hughes said, "There is a kind of force vained from be exrression of this
emction once and once only throush an ap: ropriate image.“9 If the
image is scmewhat unclear, this is appropriate, for the world is also
unclear. Tris very ambiguity is part of what I wish to communicate
and art is the only vehicle which can encomrass it. FPerhars my vhil-
osorhv is closest to Albert Camus' statement in The Rebel:
"1t is impossible to give a clear account of the wor.id,

but art can teach us to re. roduce it--just asthe world re-

procuces itself in the course of its eternal gyrstions. The pri-

mordial sea indefatigably reveats the same words and casts

vp the same astonished seings on the same seashore. 32ut at least

he whe consents to his own return and b he return of all

things, who becomes an echo and an exhalted echo, participates
in the divinity of the world."

9. Ibidn’ p. 6.
10.  Albert Camus, The Rebel (New York, N.7., 1998), pe (5.



