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Preface

Eastern Orthodox icons have been largely defined in Western art history by what they are not – non-naturalistic, non-perspectival and non-progressive. While Western art is conventionally seen as striding forward into the Renaissance revolution and ultimately into the perceptual subtleties of Impressionism, icons remained stuck in an immobile mode, bereft of the earlier naturalism of ancient Greek and Roman art, and unable to absorb what progressive artists in the West were doing. Even for authors who greatly admired icons, the definition of their visual qualities invariably took Western art as an implicit foil.

Russian scholarship in the 20th century started from this point, but inverted it, by arguing that to be non-naturalistic and non-perspectival was to be more “true” to seeing than the discredited conventions of Western naturalism. There was a specifically nationalistic edge to this argument. Russian icons had, in effect arrived at the progressive solution of the Cubists’ vision of form and space centuries before Picasso and Braque. ”Reverse perspective” was a creative denial of linear perspective, positing an alternative optics. There is, however, something paradoxical about “reversing” something that came later.

What is needed is a fresh start. We need to ask what icons actually do, at the highest level of spiritual and liturgical functionality in their own right, rather than seeing them as in opposition or in counterpoint to something. This new questioning is what Clemena Antonova is doing, both providing a fresh start and taking us some way along roads that are clearly heading in the right direction.

We could say in a clichéd sense that icons are “timeless”, but if we take that idea not as a cliché but as something that is profoundly embedded in the function of the sacred image, we might make some progress into understanding why the images are “spaceless” in terms of the measured optical spaces of a perspective painting. Icons purvey spiritual images of eternal verity, outside the time and space of the temporal viewer in the here and now. The best the transient viewer on earth can hope to do is to glimpse a fragment of the eternity that awaits the souls of the redeemed.

We might also say in a clichéd sense that icons, particularly those of Christ, the Virgin and single saints, have a great sense of “presence”. This is achieved through the direct and simple presentation of the sacred figures, often in austerely frontal modes. But if we take “presence” in a more theological sense, seeing the sacred persona as in some way embodied in their image, we can begin to gain a better idea of the role of the icon for the viewer. The nature of that presence is a subtle matter, as Antonova recognises.

The quality of being “outside time” and the sense of “presence” to which the images aspire explains why the types of representation do not undergo revolutionary transformations. There are no Masaccios or Caravaggios in icon art. A very good witness to what an Orthodox worshipper expects of an image is Gregory Melissenos, a representative of the court of the Holy Roman Emperor in Constantinople at the Council of Ferrara and Florence in 1438–9. He was unsettled by what European artists had been doing in the 14th and 15th centuries. He reported that “when I enter a Latin church, I can pray to none of the saints depicted there because I recognise none of them. Although I do recognise Christ, I cannot even pray to him because I do not recognise the manner in which he is depicted”. The principles of timelessness and presence had been violated, and the particularities of realistic space and form were responsible.

The issues of form and function that Antonova’s analysis of “reverse perspective” illuminates go beyond the immediate issues of the portrayal of space. They go to the very heart of the matter of how Icons have consisitenlty worked for their users over the centuries.

Martin Kemp
 August 2009

Introduction

The writing of this book is motivated by a number of questions which have baffled viewers of Christian painting for long. The first – and most important – concerns whether there is any essential feature of icon art that is not confined to a particular period but runs throughout its history. In other words, what makes a visual image an icon? What grounds our tendency to speak and think of certain works as “icons” rather than simple “pictures” or “paintings”? Put more specifically, what does, say, a sixth-century image from the Mount Sinai share in common with Andrey Rublev’s early fifteenth-century Holy Trinity that enables us to describe both as “icons”?

Such questions can be described as essentialist. The author is fully aware of the inherent dangers of such an approach, but considers it worthwhile, nevertheless, to address the icon in terms that transcend concrete, narrowly defined historical periods and geographical locations. After all, the icon as a form is still very much alive even though we associate it mainly with the medieval period. Further, whilst icons may have been the art par excellence of the Byzantine Empire, they were produced extensively outside the realm of Byzantium as well, and include non-Orthodox audiences and non-Orthodox artists.

Given that the icon is not tied rigidly to highly localized historical, geographical or religious contexts, I will identify a decisive factor (there may be others, too, of course) that justifies a unified conception of icon art. It is the pronounced persistence of a certain principle concerning the organization of pictorial space and, by implication, of time in a large group of paintings over a long period. This spatial formula has been commonly referred to as “reverse perspective”.

Whatever “reverse perspective” means, it is clearly a mode of representation which is relatively unusual for a Western viewer accustomed to images constructed according to the laws of standard, linear pictorial space. This is the main reason why icons are frequently described as “distorted”. The present work, therefore, has a practical end of providing a Western audience with a guide to reading icons in space. This is the underlying concern of the discussion of “reverse perspective”. The analysis of Rublev’s famous icon at the end is meant to serve as an illustration of the way that the categories proposed in this book work in concrete, visual terms.

Two problems arise at this stage. One has to do with the lack of a convincing theory of “reverse perspective”. The view proposed here relies on making a connection between “reverse perspective” and the theological dogma of timeless eternity. In this way, another problematic issue makes itself felt, namely the temporal dimension of pictorial time in general. These two problems are intertwined, and the first part of the book will explore them in detail. Thus, Chapter 1 looks at the problem of time in the visual arts in general and the icon in particular. The controversial nature of this issue is signalled by paying attention to a well-established tradition in art criticism which denies temporality to the visual arts. Chapter 2 considers some of the major writings on “reverse perspective”, mainly by Russian authors, some of which are little known in the West. The generally accepted idea, reflected in the terminology itself, that “reverse perspective” turns around or reverses the laws of linear perspective is challenged on several grounds. This is why, while we stay with the term “reverse perspective” as it has gained currency, we will keep it in inverted comas to signal that this terminology is unsatisfactory and that eventually a new one should be developed.

Before proceeding to an elaboration of an alternative view, it is necessary to address, in Chapter 3, the question of the importance and function of “reverse perspective”. The principle of constructing space in icons has staunchly persisted, even in the face of the triumphal advent of mathematical space, over a long period of time. Probably not all, but an overwhelming number of icons have been done in “reverse perspective”. That kind of continuity makes it reasonable to assume that this principle of pictorial space has a significance that has made it endure amid other changes of style. It has been suggested that “reverse perspective” is an element of the canon of the art of the icon and it serves as a “container” of presence. In other words, the spatial construction has the function of a guarantee of the presence of the prototype in the image.

The last and longest chapter, Chapter 4, plays on all three themes of time, space and presence. It proposes an explanation of the construction of pictorial space in the icon by drawing a structural analogy with the theological dogma of timeless eternity. The main principle of “reverse perspective” is understood not as the turning around of the laws of linear perspective (as in the widely accepted view), but as the representation of the “simultaneous planes” of an object, i.e., planes which cannot be seen from a fixed position at one moment of time. The viewer’s perception of an icon, defined in these terms, can be compared to the “vision” of a God, who exists beyond time and to whom, therefore, all aspects of the objects in the world would appear at once, simultaneously. In other words, such a divine being would have no point of view in space. The transcendental nature of icons, frequently remarked upon but almost never convincingly explained, is interpreted here as founded on a spatial construction which allows the beholder to experience a form of divine vision which transcends the human constraints of space and time. Some attention is given to the nature of the connection between the theological, conceptual notion and the artistic practice, expressible in visual terms. The possibility of a “theology through the arts” is seen as both promising and problematic.

Whilst the basic impetus of my book concerns the conceptual basis of the icon, I am also aware of the importance of historical conditions under which key notions concerning the icon have developed. Thus, a second aspect of my approach to the material in the book has to do with tracing the role of interpretative traditions associated with icon art, for example, Antique and Late Antique pagan and Christian Neoplatonism, Byzantine theology of the image of the eighth and ninth centuries, German romantic philosophy at the end of the eighteenth century, and Russian religious philosophy at the beginning of the twentieth century as represented mainly by Pavel Florensky. In some ways, the latter closes the circle as it was strongly influenced by all the other traditions, but, interestingly, it also points ahead to tendencies we usually associate with post-modernism (section on Florensky and Heidegger in Chapter 3). Thus, for example, the problem of presence, which is of fundamental importance to this book, was first formulated by Neoplatonists as Proclus and Plotinus. It was then borrowed and elaborated on by writers within the Byzantine tradition as St. John of Damascus and St. Theodore the Studite and applied, in a Christian guise, to the theology of the icon. The problem was revisited by the German romantics as Schelling and Schlegel, who, in turn, had a decisive impact on Russian thought. Florensky’s concern with presence in the holy image goes back, largely via romantic philosophy, to Neoplatonism and Byzantine theology, but it also sounds remarkably close to the late Heidegger. This outline, of course, simplifies matters but it also indicates a major thrust of human thought which underlies the main connotation of a term or concept.

A third concern underlying the book as a whole is to combine Western scholarship with work done in Russia. The revived interest in the icon in Russia goes back to the middle and the second part of the nineteenth century and forms an important part of Russian fin-de-siecle intellectual history. Very few of the Russian writings on the subject are actually familiar to the Western reader. One of the intentions of the present book is to make at least a fraction of these works better known. The focus has fallen on one of the most interesting figures from the first part of the twentieth century – Pavel Florensky (1882–1937), priest, religious philosopher and scientist, who combined all these fields of expertise in his study of the Russian icon. Florensky has been considered of importance not so much for having provided solutions to various problems under our attention, but for having asked some of the questions we will be concerned with. For instance, he is the only writer I am aware of who attempted to offer a systematic explanation of the temporal dimension of the icon (section in Chapter 1), he wrote the most influential essay on “reverse perspective” (section in Chapter 2), and was consistently interested in the problem of presence in the image and its implications for modern culture (section in Chapter 3). My own approach to Florensky has been critical, but at the same time the Russian author has proved inspirational in many ways. The concept of “simultaneous planes”, which is decisive for formulating the major thesis of the present work, is an elaboration of Florensky’s own term of “supplementary planes” (section in Chapter 4). Florensky’s writings on the icon are seen in the context of intellectual developments in Western Europe at the time (Cubism, the revival of Occultism, etc.), but also in their embeddedness in Russian intellectual history (work done at the Russian Academy of Artistic Sciences in Moscow, writings by Bakhtin, Viacheslav Ivanov, Zhegin, Boris Uspensky, etc.).

It is only in recent years that the need has been felt to bring together the contributions of Russian and Western thinkers. The attempt to do so can produce fascinating results. Not least, Russian thought has frequently put the emphasis on distinct aspects of basically the same problems as have interested Western scholars and thus has illuminated these problems from different, unexpected perspectives. The opposite is, of course, true as well – the Russian approach has much to gain by an insight into Western interpretations. That the two traditions have been kept largely separate is, in fact, to the loss of both. Florensky himself is a very good example of the exciting insights that can be achieved on the basis of an in-depth familiarity with Western, especially German scholarship in tackling typically Russian intellectual themes.

Ultimately, then, the material covered by this book and the approach towards it are part of a project that aims to provide the modern viewer with an understanding of the icon. There are numerous definitions of the term in dictionaries, encyclopaedias and books. The following work does not intend to supplant them, but to make more concrete the frequently vague claims about the spirituality, holiness, transcendental nature of icons and to add a further dimension to the theological meaning of sacred images. It is my belief that the principle of pictorial space of the icon should not be an exclusively art historical issue, but a necessary element of the understanding of the icon and should, therefore, be included in its definition. The outline of “icon” in the glossary of terms is an attempt to work out such a definition.



Chapter 1 The Role of Time in the Pictorial Art
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In the present chapter, it is argued that time is a fundamental organizing principle of pictorial art. The widely accepted, but not unchallenged, distinction between spatial and temporal arts, popularized by Lessing, is considered to be flawed, since it is unable to account for the complex nature of the arts. Further, the spatial organization that underlies the image is accepted to entail, by necessity, the conception of time. Before considering the concrete case of the temporal dimension of the case of the icon, as based on the writings of Pavel Florensky, some attention needs to be devoted to the underlying assumptions of the widely accepted space-time categorization of the arts.


The Problem of Time in the Visual Arts – Seeing a Picture “in the Twinkling of an Eye”

Visual art is usually taken to be a matter of the manipulation of the material in space while the temporal dimension is often disregarded. This has largely been so both on the intuitive level and in the realm of academic discourse. Indeed, most would agree with W. Thomas Mitchell when he says that “nothing […] seems more intuitively obvious that the claim that literature is an art of time, painting an art of space”.1 It seems evident that painting has “no natural temporal extension”.2 In the critical history of the visual arts the problem of time has remained peripheral and when touched upon, the prevailing view has tended to suppress the temporal dimension. Otto Pächt, for instance, is expressing a wide-spread view, when he describes the history of pictorial art as “a series of repeated attempts to smuggle the time factor into a medium which, by definition, lacks the dimension of time”.3


1 W. J. Thomas Mitchell, Iconology: Image, Text, Ideology, (Chicago and London, 1986), p. 95.


2 D. Ades, ‘Art and Time in the Twentieth Century’ in Kristen Lippincott, Umberto Eco, Ernst Gombrich et al, The Story of Time, (London, 1999), p. 202.


3 Otto Pächt, The Rise of Pictorial Narrative in Twelfth Century England, (Oxford, 1962), p. 1. Pächt’s position is more complicated, as, for instance, in a later work he devotes a section to the problem of “unfamiliar notions of time” in the visual arts (Otto Pächt, Practice of Art History: Reflections on Method, (London, 1999, first in German in 1986), pp. 41–5).

What Mitchell calls “the tradition of denying temporality in the visual arts”4 can be attributed, to a large extent, to the impact of Lessing’s Laocoön (1766). The division of the arts into arts of time and those of space is traditional and had long been in existence before the publication of the Laocoön. Gombrich points out that even Joseph Spence and the Comte de Caylus, whom Lessing cited as having ignored the space-time distinction, actually are explicitly aware of it.5 Most famously, Leonardo maintained that “painting immediately presents to you the demonstrations its maker has intended”, while “the works of the poets must be read over a long span of time” and further that painting “simultaneously conveys the proportional harmony of which the parts of the whole are composed”, while poetry describes “the configurations of particular objects more slowly than is accomplished by the eye”.6 Leonardo’s position, however, is a bit more complicated, I think, but I will return to that later.


4 Mitchell, Iconology: Image, Text, Ideology, p. 99.


5 Ernst Gombrich, ‘Lessing (Lecture on a Master Mind)’, The Proceedings of the British Academy, (London, 1957): 139. Precedents for Lessing’s distinction are also discussed by Nikolas Schweizer in his book The Ut Pictura Poesis Controversy in Eighteenth Century England and Germany, (Bern, 1972).


6 Martin Kemp, (ed.), Leonardo on Painting, (New York and London, 1989), p. 23.

It was Lessing (1729–1781), however, who was the first to systematically treat this question and popularize this distinction. His position has been hugely influential since and was questioned only at the beginning of the twentieth century. Goethe (1749–1832) bears witness to its impact at the time:

“One would have to be a young man again to realize the effect wrought upon us by Lessing’s Laokoon […] transported us from the region of slavish observation into the free fields of speculative thought. The long misunderstood ut pictura poesis was at once set aside. The difference between picture and poetry was made clear – the peaks of both appeared separate, however near might be their bases.”7


7 Goethe, Poetry and Truth: From My Own Life, vol. 2, (London, 1908), p. 282.


In his 1920s ‘Creative Credo’ Paul Klee’s (1879–1940) response is quite different:

“In Lessing’s Laokoon, on which we squandered study time when we were young, much fuss is made about the difference between temporal and spatial art. Yet, looking into the matter more closely, we find all this is but a scholastic delusion. For space, too, is a temporal concept.”8


8 Paul Klee, ‘Creative Credo’, in Herschel Chipp, (ed.), Theories of Modern Art: A Source Book by Artists and Critics, (Berkeley and London, 1968), p. 184.


Apparently it seemed to Goethe and others at the time that Lessing had solved a genuine problem. But had he, later generations would ask? If there is a fundamental difference between painting and poetry, between image and language, would it come down to a space-time distinction? Besides, in Goethe’s own metaphor it would appear that things are very much a matter of emphasis, depending on which part of the intersection between the two figures of painting and poetry we would choose to investigate. The closer to the “bases” is our analysis the more likely it would be that we emphasize the unity of the two arts. The nearer to the “peaks” we go the more we will tend to see differences and specificities. William Wimsatt in his essay on Lessing is well aware of that, while he himself tends to the position that “the arts are in fact considerably different from one another”.9 Svetlana and Paul Alpers, similarly, see the statement, attributed to Simonides (556–468 BC),10 that poetry is a speaking picture and painting a mute poesy as “more witty than truthful”11 and put the stress on the profound difference among the arts in their conditions and “languages”.12 Gombrich has a like concern to show that “the means of visual art cannot match the statement function of language”.13


9 William Wimsatt, ‘Laokoon: An Oracle Reconsulted’ in his The Day of the Leopards: Essays in Defense of Poetry, (New Haven and London, 1976), p. 4.


10 Simonides’ doctrine is mainly familiar through by Plutarch, who quotes Simonides in the Moralia.


11 Svetlana Alpers and Paul Alpers, ‘Ut Pictura Noesis? Criticism in Literary Studies and Art History’, New Literary History, 3/3, (1976): 446.


12 Ibid., 458.


13 Ernst Gombrich, ‘The Evidence of Images’, in Charles Singleton, (ed.), Interpretation: Theory and Practice, (Baltimore, 1969), p. 97. See also by the same author the review of Charles Morris’s ‘Signs, Language and Behaviour’, Art Bulletin, 31 (1949): 72, as well as Ernst Gombrich, Art and Illusion, (London, New York, 1960).

On the other hand, Horace’s tradition of the ut pictura poesis (literally “as poetry, so painting”) belongs to another stream of literary and art criticism in its emphasis on the unity of the arts, which has been a constant theme of aesthetics as an academic discipline. It was brought to an extreme in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries and especially by French and English critics, as Rensslelaer Lee points out in a well-known article. Lee is right to find Dryden’s comparison between the two arts in ‘A Parallel of Poetry and Painting’ (1695) “absurdly elaborate”,14 while fifty years after Dryden the Abbé Batteaux published an essay in the same spirit under the telling title ‘The Fine Arts Reduced to a Single Principle’ (1746).15 In the second half of the nineteenth century Walter Pater bears witness to a similar trend when he says at the opening of his essay ‘The School of Giorgione’ (1877): “It is a mistake of much popular criticism to regard poetry, music, and painting – all the various products of art – as but translations into different languages of one and the same fixed quantity of imaginative thought”.16 Irving Babbitt provides a useful insight into the state of the confusion of the arts which had been reached at the time in his work The New Laocoon (1910). The analogies between painting and poetry that Aristotle in the Poetics and Horace in the Ars poetica had drawn had grown into virtual identifications, something which the ancient texts had never intended.17 In Jean Hagstrum’s words, Aristotle’s view on the arts would make them appear as cousins rather than sisters,18 while Horace’s dictum should not be interpreted as “let a poem be like a painting”, but rather “as a painting, so also a poem” or “as sometimes in a painting, so occasionally in poetry”.19


14 Rensslelaer Lee, ‘Ut Pictura Poesis: The Humanistic Theory of Painting’, Art Bulletin, 22 (1940): 202.


15 Abbé Batteux, ‘The Fine Arts Reduced to a Single Principle’, in Susan Feagin and Patrick Maynard (eds.), Aesthetics, (Oxford and New York, 1997), pp. 102–105.


16 Walter Pater, ‘The School of Giorgione’ (1877) in his The Renaissance, (Oxford and New York, 1986, first in 1873), p. 83.


17 On that, see Lee, ‘Ut Pictura Poesis: The Humanistic Theory of Painting’, especially 197–203.


18 Jean Hagstrum, The Sister Arts: The Tradition of Literary Pictorialism and English Poetry from Dryden to Gray, (Chicago, 1958), p. 6.


19 Ibid., p. 9.

The Antique analogies between the arts could just as well serve as an authority to the other stream of thought which attempts to categorize the arts according to various criteria. There have been different systems of categorization and the division between spatial and temporal arts is one among the many. The question is if it is a viable one and if it discloses anything of universal significance about the nature of the arts. If we come to feel that Lessing has overstrained the divisions, this too should be understood in a historical context. Lessing was reacting against the other extreme just mentioned. It has been noticed how he was anticipated by La Fontaine (1621–1695), who, ironizing the tradition of ut pictura poesis at his time, had remarked:

Les mots et les couleurs ne sont choses pareilles

Ni les yeux ne sont les oreilles.20


20 I am quoting from Lee, ‘Ut Pictura Poesis: The Humanistic Theory of Painting’, 203.

(Words and colours are not comparable things

The eyes are not the ears).


The problem of time arose in the context of debates on the nature of the visual and/versus the verbal arts. Etienne Sourian points out in his essay “Time in the Plastic Arts’ (1945) that the visual arts, as all arts in general, involve a “psychological time of contemplation”.21 This is valid not only in the cases of architecture and sculpture in the round, where a moving spectator is obviously presupposed. Sourian rightly maintains that even in the case of painting a “time of contemplation is required”.22 John Dryden, too, realized this aspect of the problem and he says in his essay “A Parallel of Poetry and Painting” that, while the elements of a picture “are to be discerned all at once, in the twinkling of an eye”, this is so only provisionally “if sight could travel over so many objects all at once, or the mind could digest them all at the same instant or point of time”.23 The author gives us an example with Poussin’s The Institution of the Blessed Sacrament, where the many figures and the various actions they perform would require that the picture be “seen by intervals” and “considered at leisure”.24 I do not think Leonardo would have disagreed with this observation as he was talking about something else – a picture can convey a total impression at first glance, whatever other characteristics a further contemplation might reveal, in a way that poetry cannot. Therefore, the perception of harmony depends on the medium of presentation. In poetry, the effect of harmony is, as if disrupted, since “the words with which he [the poet] delineates the elements of beauty are separated from one another by time, which leaves voids between them and dismembers the proportions”.25 On the other hand, the effect of painting is total in that “it simultaneously conveys the proportional harmony of which the parts of the whole are composed”.26


21 Etienne Sourian, ‘Time in the Plastic Arts’, Journal of Aesthetics and Art Criticism, 7/4 (1949): 295.


22 Ibid.


23 John Dryden, The Essays of John Dryden, ed. W. Ker, (New York, 1961), p. 131.


24 op. cit., p. 132.


25 Kemp (ed.), Leonardo on Painting, p. 24.


26 Ibid., p. 23.

The problem posed here would centre round the connotation that is assigned to the concept of simultaneity. A modern writer, like Jonas Hans, uses the term “simultaneous” very much in the sense of Leonardo. Sight, according to Hans, is a sense of simultaneity, as it is capable of encompassing a visual field at one moment. Consequently, Hans believes, that sight is intrinsically less temporal than the other senses. The “nobility of sight” is said to be due to the fact that “the very contrast between eternity and temporality rests upon an ‘idealization’ of the ‘present’ experienced visually as the holder of stable contents as against the fleeting succession of non-visual sensations”.27 Leonardo’s argument, I believe, was driving in the same direction.


27 Hans Jonas, The Phenomenon of Life: Toward a Philosophical Biology, (Chicago and London, 1982, first in 1966), p. 145.

Lew Andrews makes an important observation, when he draws attention to the importance of the comparison which Leonardo makes between painting and music. Music is the sister of painting, Leonardo says and it creates “harmony through the conjunction of proportional parts during the same span of time” (Cod. Urb.16–16v).28 It is the last phrase – nel medesimo tempo – that we are interested in, as it refers to Leonardo’s understanding of simultaneity. As Andrews points out, a tempus in Renaissance musical terminology is a unit of musical time of relatively brief but definite duration and thus Leonardo is “speaking in all likelihood, of a span of time”.29 Andrews draws the conclusion that “by drawing music into his argument, Leonardo ultimately brings out the successive character of painting rather than instantaneous aspects of either art”.30 Surely, Leonardo’s intention could hardly have been that. The idea remains, however, that Andrews draws attention to Leonardo’s view that the perception of painting requires time, even if it is a relatively short period.


28 I am citing from Lew Andrews, Story and Space in Renaissance Art: The Rebirth of Continuous Narrative, (Cambridge, 1999), p. 64; Andrews’ translation.


29 Ibid., p. 65.


30 Ibid., p. 64.

This position, however, gives rise to the following suspicion – is it not too simplistic to attribute different kinds of perception, required by the different media of painting and literature to a quantitative difference in the time it takes us to apprehend each? And, strictly speaking, does not the “twinkling of an eye” take place in time too, as “instantaneous experience is an impossibility, biologically and psychologically”.31


31 John Dewey, Art as Experience, (London, 1934), p. 220.

To analyze the structure of the work in terms of the conception of time it conveys presupposes at the same time the ability to distinguish between types of pictorial time. As was already mentioned, Sourian talks of “psychological time”, involved in the act of perception, an idea noticed by earlier writers. Much more interestingly, he draws attention to another temporal mode in art which he calls “intrinsic time”.32 No further discussion is offered and it has actually been noticed, and with good reason, that Sourian’s analyzes of the illustrations he uses fail to show what exactly constitutes “inherent time”.33 Still, Sourian’s article seems important as it points in a direction that might get us to fruitful results. The crux of the matter, I believe, lies exactly in exploring “the artistic time inherent in the texture itself of a picture or a statue, in their composition, in their artistic arrangement”34.


32 Sourian, ‘Time in the Plastic Arts’, 297.


33 G. Giovannini, ‘The Method of Study of Literature in Its Relation to the Other Fine Arts’, Journal of Aesthetics and Art Criticism, 8 (1949): 191.


34 Sourian, ‘Time in the Plastic Arts’, p. 297.

In the attempt to differentiate between types of time in pictorial art it would be useful to distinguish between the following three types. Firstly, we can talk of external (to the picture), scanning time or time spent by the viewer in perceiving the image, which could vary in length. This refers to what Martin Kemp calls “the externally imposed context within which the viewing takes place”.35 According to Kemp, this “would involve both prescribed dimensions, as when an image is used within an orchestrated ritual, as in church liturgy, and a voluntary component, when viewing is commenced and terminated, according to the viewer’s choice, as when perambulating in an art gallery or church. There is a sense of the time that the viewer ‘ought’ to look at the image, whether for aesthetic or other purposes. Praying to an icon, or lighting a candle in front of one, are acts that carry the implication that a certain amount of time is spent absorbing the image through one’s eyes”.36


35 Communication from Martin Kemp, April 2003.


36 op. cit.

A completely different temporal dimension is the internal (to the picture), “perspectival” time. It is generated by the spatial organization of the image and depends on the idea that specific treatments of images in space express specific conceptions of time, as happens most notably in narrative. A third kind is the internal-external pictorial time, which relies on the viewer’s reading of iconographical and narrative clues, provided by the image. In relation to this type of pictorial time, Kemp continues, “some images, particularly complex ones, such as William Frith’s elaborate telling of multiple stories in his Railway Station,37 demand a sustained interplay between the time of viewing and the time-frame of the internal stories if the content is to be ‘read’ at the required level. Paintings with sets of symbolic allusions also demand extended time for viewing, but this time is not linked to overt narrative content within the image (as in the picture of the standing saint with attributes). This is to say that the maker of the image can signal, within a given cultural context, that the image is not to be looked at glancingly or casually”.


37 See Martin Kemp, Spectacular Bodies: The Art and Science of the Human Body from Leonardo to Now, (London, Berkeley, 2000).

In other words, this is the case when there is a special meditative or contemplative requirement, associated with some images. Throughout the discussion henceforth we will be referring to either one or another of these types, although the main emphasis will fall on the second type.

At this stage, I would only like to draw attention to the conceptual ambiguity of the statements, tending to deny the temporal element in pictorial arts, which makes me side with the view that the temporal-spatial distinction between the arts does not provide an adequate basis of categorization, or rather that it should be radically re-interpreted.


The Doctrine of the Purity of Art

One of the implications of the distinction between spatial and temporal arts comes down to the notion of the purity of the arts. As Rensselaer Lee claims, “no one will deny the general rightness of his [Lessing’s] contention that the greatest painting like the greatest poetry, observes the limitations of its medium; or that it is dangerous for a spatial art like painting to attempt the progressive effects of a temporal art like poetry”.38 Clement Greenberg’s essay ‘Towards a Newer Laocoon’ (1940) shares the same basic position. The author sees the history of avant-garde painting as that of a “progressive surrender to the resistance of its medium”.39 Modern painting “got rid of imitation, of ‘literature’”. In terms of pictorial perspective, the avant-garde breaks away from mathematically constructed space and affirms the flatness of the picture plane (we should remember here the alleged function of standard, linear perspective as fixing a moment in time). Its great achievement lies, according to Greenberg, exactly in that – keeping to the means of expression appropriate to its medium, as “it is by virtue of its medium that each art is unique and strictly itself”.40 In the nineteenth century painting had sunk low, in the author’s estimation, as it had strived for an imitation of the effects of the dominant art form of the time – literature. “The damage”, Greenberg says, lies not so much in “realistic imitation itself” as in “realistic illusion in the service of sentimental and declamatory literature”.41 What is relevant to our purposes is the author’s general contention that there are certain effects appropriate for an art and therefore when attempting at effects not belonging by nature to this art’s domain the result is invariably bad. We encounter the same argument, though a different context, with Sir Joshua Reynolds (1723–1792). In Discourse VIII, he says that “no art can be grafted with success on another” and most importantly, the painter “must depart (from poetry, as well as) from nature for a greater (plastic) advantage”.42 For the same reasons Walter Pater deplored coloured sculpture. “The use of colour in sculpture”, Pater says in his essay on Luca della Robbia from 1872, “is but an unskilful contrivance to effect, by borrowing from another art, what nobler sculpture effects by strictly appropriate means”.43


38 Lee, ‘Ut Pictura Poesis: The Humanist Theory of Painting’, 21.


39 Clement Greenberg, ‘Towards a Newer Laocoon’ (1940) in his The Collected Essays and Criticism, (Chicago and London, 1986), vol. 1, p. 34.


40 Ibid., p. 32.


41 Ibid., p. 27.


42 Joshua Reynolds, Discourses, (London, 1905), p. 364.


43 Walter Pater, ‘Luca della Robia’ (1892) in his The Renaissance, (Oxford and New York, 1986, first in 1873), p. 42. Pater’s position is more flexible, though, as in another piece, he says that “in its special mode of handling its given material, each art may be observed to pass into the conditions of some other art” and it is through “a partial alienation from its own limitations” that the arts “reciprocally […] lend each other new forces” (Pater, W., ‘The School of Giorgione’ (1877) in his The Renaissance, p. 85).

The doctrine of the purity of the arts has often existed alongside an analogy between painting and poetry that hierarchically evaluates them and favours one at the expense of the other.44 Actually, literature has at times been assigned a higher place than painting based on the supposition that it can achieve some of the effects of the latter while the opposite would not be true. Associating himself with a long classical tradition, in The Critic as Artist, Oscar Wilde expresses this view in the following way: “while the poet can be pictorial or not, as he chooses, the painter must be pictorial always. For a painter is limited not as to what he sees in nature, but to what upon the canvas may be seen”.45 In a language, reminiscent of Hegel, Wilde says: “art is mind expressing itself under the conditions of matter”.46


44 See Lee, ‘Ut Pictura Poesis: The Humanistic Theory of Painting’, 197–269.


45 Oscar Wilde, ‘The Critic as Artist’ in Oscar Wilde’s Plays, Prose Writings, and Poems, (London and New York, 1966), p. 30.


46 Ibid., p. 41. Most probably, Wilde had Pater in mind in this passage and thus recalls Hegel but via Walter Pater.

In the face of the acknowledged pre-eminence of poetry, Leonardo turned around the argument to prove the priority of painting. It is the poet who “may wish to rival the painter”,47 but fails to do so, because, as we saw, the “voids” between words in poetry “(dismember) the proportions”48 and thus disrupt harmonious beauty. It is interesting to notice that Leonardo’s position remains within the context of the antique division of the liberal (grammar, dialectic, rhetoric, arithmetic, geometry, astronomy and music) and mechanical arts. It is true, Leonardo says, that “poetry arises in the mind and the imagination of the poet”,49 “but imagination cannot see with such excellence as the eye”.50 While later the romantics would exalt the imagination, Leonardo’s defence was built along entirely different lines, centring on emphasizing the role of the sense of sight above that of hearing.51


47 Kemp. (ed.), Leonardo on Painting, p. 24.


48 Ibid.


49 Ibid., p. 22.


50 Ibid.


51 On the Renaissance attitude to imagination and related notions, see Martin Kemp, ‘From Mimesis to Fantasia: Quattrocento Vocabulary of Creation, Inspiration and Genius in the Visual Arts’, Viator, 8 (1976): 347–99. On the whole, according to Kemp, Renaissance texts on art reveal an adherence to the ideal of mimesis, rather than to notions of individual creativity (347).

The immediate value of such hierarchical comparisons between poetry and painting may be doubtful to a modern reader. One indirect merit, however, they did have. It seems to me that the first step towards a systematic questioning of the time-space distinction between the arts was taken with the theme that one art could imitate the effects of another (and so was seen to have an advantage over the other).


The Problem of Pictorial Time in the Icon: Florensky and Remembering “Things that Happened the Week after Next”

Even though most twentieth-century scholars would hardly accept Lessing’s distinction between the arts without qualification, the problem of pictorial time has remained somewhat peripheral to visual studies. Indeed, whatever discussion there has been seems to be mostly confined to the case of mathematically constructed space, which had been seen since Alberti to exclude the moment of the time in a decisive manner.52 Yves Bonnefoy’s article “Time and Timelessness in Quattrocento Painting” is exceptional in that it treats of two fundamentally different temporal conceptions, underlying perspective and non-perspective images respectively.53 Some of the authors who broach the issue of pictorial time do so by drawing notions from Maurice Merleau-Ponty’s phenomenology. The most recent example is Paul Crowther’s excellent “Eternalizing the Moment: Artistic Projections of Time”.54


52 Lew Andrews’ discussion of continuous narrative (i.e., the representation of the same figure more than once in a painting) in the Renaissance deserves mention (Andrews, Story and Space in Renaissance Italy: The Rebirth of Continuous Narrative, as well as John Shearman’s notion of the “transitive mode” (John Shearman, Only Connect … Art and the Spectator in the Italian Renaissance, (Princeton, 1992). Leonardo’s Last Supper, the common model of rigorous linear perspective, has been reconsidered by Leo Steinberg (Leo Steinberg, ‘Leonardo’s Last Supper’, The Art Quarterly, 36 (1973): 392–410) and Martin Kemp (Kemp, M., Leonardo da Vinci: The Marvellous Works of Nature and Man, (London, Melbourne, 1981), p. 190).


53 Yves Bonnefoy, ‘Time and Timelessness in Quattrocento Painting’, in Norman Bryson, (ed.), Calligram: Essays in New Art History from France, (Cambridge, New York, 1988).


54 Paul Crowther, ‘Eternalizing the Moment: Artistic Projections of Time’, in his Defining Art, Creating the Canon, (Oxford, 2007), pp. 205–35.

On the background of relatively small systematic interest in the topic of pictorial time in Western scholarship, it is striking to notice the persistent interest in the subject of pictorial time among Russian artists and writers in the first quarter of the twentieth century. Several interrelating factors contributed to the Russian preoccupation with time in the visual arts. On the one hand, in Russia, as elsewhere in Europe, the notion of the fourth dimension, frequently interpreted as time, had gained popularity by 1915. Linda Henderson has discussed the profound importance of the fourth dimension for a number of Russian avant-garde artists, such as Matyushin, Malevich, El Lissitsky, etc.55 On the other hand, the reception of Cubism in Russia must have attracted still further attention, so far as the Cubists had broken with three-dimensional construction of space and their experiments with space were interpreted in the context of the fourth dimension.
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