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INTRODUCTION

This book is about art, about what used to be called Fine Art, and is often referred to as the Visual Arts, although not everything we define as art today can be described as visual. It is about meaning and understanding, and the ways in which art is essentially a medium of communication from one human to another, encompassing a human interaction that can transcend temporal and geographical barriers. Art can be experienced in many ways but to participate in this human interaction and to ‘understand’ art, it helps to know what the artist was thinking. As an art historian and curator, I am frequently faced with the question: What does it mean? It is a question that I often ask myself when I look at art and a question I seek to answer when I write a display label or give a talk. The answer is never simple. First of all, what is meant by ‘meaning’? When faced with a painting on a wall or a sculpture on a plinth, viewers often look for an explicit message. This might be a story, a depiction of a specific event or thing, a political argument, a metaphor or a moral lesson. In some cases, that message will be there – although extra information may be required to understand it – but at other times a single, explicit meaning cannot be derived, at least not with any certainty. Examples of this might include abstract art that is not intended to represent something tangible or art that is made instinctively in an unpremeditated way so that even the artist is surprised by the outcome. This kind of art can still be understood, however, and meaning can still be found within it, although this is likely to require a deeper engagement with the context in which it was made, which includes knowledge of the artist’s motivations. Of course, art can be experienced quite legitimately without this knowledge. Viewers can find pleasure, stimulation and personal meaning in a work of art without knowing anything about the artist or the circumstances in which it was made. We can project our own ideas onto art, draw our own conclusions and allow a work’s beauty, humour, horror (delete as appropriate) to resonate in whatever way feels relevant and meaningful to us. As the contemporary Kenyan artist Wangechi Mutu expressed in an interview in 2008: ‘You don’t have to know everything that’s going on in my mind to enjoy the work’.1 But the frequency with which the question is asked – What does it mean? – suggests that for most people, there is a desire to understand an artist’s intention and to gain an insight into what was in their mind when they produced the work. 

All art involves the expression of an idea or set of ideas: a thought, a tale, an emotion, a view, an observation, a comment, a reflection, a concept. In my view, it is this central idea and the creative impulse of an artist to explore, realize and communicate it in some way, that truly defines art. Without this, it is just another thing. Nice to look at, perhaps, but hollow, without substance. As such, I believe that art relies on the human interaction that is inherent within. Art is intended to be seen or experienced, the ideas within it passed from person to person as part of a creative conversation about the world. And in order to fully participate in this conversation, it is necessary to reach beyond the physical object to its maker and the world in which they existed. It is this inherent communicative nature of art – its capacity to hold and transmit an idea – that to my mind not only defines something as art and gives it meaning but empowers art with the capacity to change the world. The American painter Mark Rothko understood this. In a lecture given in 1958, he described art as ‘a communication about the world to someone else’ and went on to suggest that ‘After the world is convinced about this communication it changes. The world was never the same after Picasso or Miró. Theirs was a view of the world which transformed our vision of things.’2 I agree that art can transform our vision of things, but in order to be convinced by what an artist is communicating, I believe we must try to understand what they are saying. 

In this book I have attempted to provide some insights into how artists think and how their thoughts are expressed and communicated in their work. I have selected 30 artists as case studies, travelling the centuries and continents from ancient Greece to contemporary New York with stops in Renaissance Italy, Edo-period Japan and post-Revolution Mexico along the way. The idea is that learning about the lives of these artists, the circumstances in which they worked, and the way they approached their art, can help us to understand not only their specific output, but collectively can help us to understand the various ways that artists think. It goes without saying that no two artists think exactly alike; all are shaped and motivated by personal and external factors and no two sets of circumstances are the same. But there are some common threads to be found, not least a seemingly innate disposition to want to explore, reflect and comment upon the world. As a non-artist myself, my insight into how artists think comes primarily from their work, but also from their writings, their interviews, conversations with living artists and the work of many, many art historians and curators who have provided context and suggested ways of seeing and understanding in the form of books and exhibitions. Reflecting my own knowledge and training, the selection I have made skews towards Europe and North America and with one exception – the ancient Greek, Apelles – comprises artists who have been alive in the last 800 years. But I have attempted to be diverse in my choices with the aim of considering a broad range of experiences and approaches, and different ways of thinking. It has been my aim to highlight the varied and sometimes contradictory ways in which artists think and work, as well as the common threads and similarities. 

The artists that I have chosen are well-known and celebrated; most are household names. To return to Rothko’s comments, they are artists whose views of the world have in some ways ‘transformed our vision of things’. Although organized chronologically, this book is not intended to be a history of art. The selection is more idiosyncratic, I hope, than simply a timeline of important artists and art movements. Beside which, as is being increasingly acknowledged, the history of art is more complicated than a single line along which one moves from artist to artist to find an unbroken progression of developments and new ideas, especially if it is to be understood in a global context. But of course, artists have always been influenced by what has come before, as well as the work of their contemporaries, in both positive and negative ways. Connections will therefore be made between the artists that I have selected, which will sometimes suggest a sense of progression as one artist learns from another and builds upon their ideas. Finally, not all of the artists have been chosen because they are inspirational in the way that they think. All have, I believe, proven themselves to be important artists who have produced impactful works of art, but their characters, ideas and motivations, while important to understand, are not necessarily to be admired. 




1 Apelles: The G.O.A.T.

The fact that the first artist I have chosen is an ancient Greek is something of a red herring. My decision to include Apelles is less about what we know about his art and how he thought and more about how he was viewed in later centuries when his fame set a template for what it meant to be an artist. During the Renaissance, when artists, writers and thinkers rediscovered and revered ancient Greek and Roman art and literature, the name Apelles became synonymous with great art. Although none of his works were known to survive, the Greek painter, who lived in the fourth century BCE, had become famous through the circulation of ancient texts that lauded his achievements, primarily Pliny the Elder’s Natural History (77–79 CE). The Roman author’s 37-volume encyclopaedia included several chapters on painting as part of an exploration of the uses of various minerals and metals, in which Apelles was described as having ‘surpassed all the painters that preceded and all who were to come after him’.3 This superlative assessment, which Pliny illustrated through numerous anecdotes as well as descriptions of Apelles’ works, was supported by other ancient writers and became accepted by the educated elite in Europe from the fourteenth century. Writing on art from this point onward is riddled with references to Apelles, made by writers who had never seen his work. And many of the leading artists in Europe of this period and beyond, including Giotto, Albrecht Dürer, Titian and Goya, were compared to their ancient Greek predecessor, whose reputation was so high that it became the ultimate compliment to describe a painter as ‘even greater than Apelles’. 

Today, Pliny remains our richest source for details about Apelles’ life and art. It is probable that Pliny’s text, written nearly 400 years after Apelles died and reliant on earlier Greek histories, contains inaccuracies or at least embellishments, but it nevertheless provides us with an idea of who Apelles was and how he approached his art, and more importantly for my purposes here, the view that later artists had of him. Apelles was born in Colophon, Ionia (modern day Türkiye), probably in the first half of the fourth century BCE. He trained first in the ancient Ionian city of Ephesus and then in Sicyon, southern Greece, with the famous painter Pamphilus. Pamphilus was known for his academic approach to art, incorporating the study of arithmetic and geometry, which Apelles put into practice to achieve compositional balance in his paintings. After making his name as the best artist of the Sicyon school, Apelles went on to become court painter to both Philip II of Macedon (382–336 BCE) and Philip’s son, Alexander the Great (356–323 BCE), a position that would have been reserved for a highly skilled artist. It is said by Pliny that Alexander, with whom Apelles developed a close relationship, would only be painted by Apelles. In addition to portraits of kings, members of their court and at least one self-portrait, Apelles painted allegorical and mythical subjects, including the work considered to be his masterpiece, Aphrodite Anadyomene, which depicted the goddess Aphrodite (known to the Romans as Venus) rising from the sea and wringing water from her hair. This painting was taken to Rome for display where it was placed by the Emperor Augustus in the Temple dedicated to Julius Caesar. When the lower part of the picture became damaged, no artist could be found with the required skill to repair it. 

Apelles’ most celebrated qualities as an artist were his ability to replicate a subject in an extremely lifelike way, his ability to depict phenomena that most artists could not successfully capture in paint, such as thunder and lightning, and the ability to infuse his paintings with ‘grace’ or just the right degree of beauty. Apelles always knew, Pliny tells us, ‘when to take his hand away from a picture’.4 Almost all of Pliny’s anecdotes about Apelles stress his skill in portraying a subject in such a realistic way that it was almost impossible to distinguish between his painting and the real thing. To illustrate this point, Pliny relates a story of a painting competition in which Apelles was involved, which required each artist to paint a horse. Fearing that the judging was not fair, Apelles suggested that horses be brought along to view the paintings. When this was done, the horses neighed only at Apelles’ painting, believing they were looking at the real thing. Apelles’ portraits of people were also considered to be incredibly lifelike, to the extent, it was said, that physiognomists could accurately depict a person’s future or glean information about their past from his images alone. Perhaps his greatest skill, however, was not his ability to reproduce the tangible, but his ability to paint ‘things that cannot be represented in pictures’.5 In a famous portrait of Alexander the Great, the king is shown holding a thunderbolt, which Apelles painted in such a way to give the impression that the king’s fingers and the thunderbolt were protruding from the space. Apelles’ knowledge of perspective no doubt helped him to pull off this visual trick, but it is also likely that he used highlights and even darkened Alexander’s complexion to make the thunderbolt stand out. 

Apelles worked hard, practising every day, and striving to improve. To this end, he is said to have placed new paintings on display in a covered area at the front of his house and then watched the reactions of the passing public from a hidden spot. One time, a shoemaker passed and pointed out a problem with a sandal, which was missing a loop. Apelles took the criticism on board and corrected the image, although when the same man criticized his figure’s leg the following day, he decided the feedback had gone too far and revealed himself in order to tell his cobbling critic to stick to the shoes. Nevertheless, it seems that Apelles was always willing to learn, including from other artists, whose skills he was happy to acknowledge and publicly praise. Pliny tells us that Apelles admired the artist Melanthius, for example, for his arrangement of figures, and Ascelpiodorus, an Athenian painter who he praised for his ‘nicety of measurement’.6 He was also a supporter of Protogenes, a painter based in Rhodes whose stalling career he invigorated by buying a number of his paintings and spreading the word that he intended to claim he had painted them himself. This lofty endorsement was enough to create a demand for Protogenes’s paintings and raise his profile.

The relationship between Apelles and Protogenes became legendary, not because of Apelles’ support for the lesser-known artist but because of the story behind their first meeting. According to Pliny, Apelles had heard about Protogenes’s talents and so sailed to Rhodes to see his work. Finding Protogenes to be out when he arrived at his studio, he noticed a panel on an easel, blank but primed for painting. Asked by Protogenes’s servant, an old woman, who she should say had called, Apelles took a brush and painted a single fine line across the panel. He told the woman to ‘say it was this person’, gesturing towards the line. When Protogenes returned and saw the panel, he knew that only Apelles could have painted such a fine line and in response, took a different colour and painted a finer line through the first. He then asked his servant to tell Apelles, should he return, that he had found the man he was looking for. Apelles did come back and, taking a third colour, painted an even finer line, which he knew couldn’t be surpassed. When Protogenes saw what he had done, he reached the same conclusion and went to find Apelles to admit defeat. This story has been interpreted in many different ways; some understand it to mean that each line was divided vertically by the next until this was no longer possible, thus demonstrating the ability of each artist to paint an extremely thin line. It has also been suggested that Apelles’ third line added a highlight, making the composition appear three dimensional, or that the two artists were in some way grappling with the problem of perspective. Whatever the meaning, the story indicates that Protogenes was almost as skilled as Apelles and that Apelles recognized and admired this. Their joint creation was clearly a thing of wonder, as the panel was afterwards put on public display where this simple, abstract but exquisite composition was ‘more esteemed than any masterpiece’.7

We are led to understand by Pliny and others that Apelles was technically as well as creatively inventive. He innovated, for example, the use of a thin dark layer over his paintings, probably a kind of varnish, which protected them from dust and softened their colours. He was also inventive in finding creative solutions to technical problems. For example, he is said to have innovated the three-quarter profile position for a portrait of Antigonus Monophthalmos, Alexander’s general, to hide his subject’s missing eye. Apelles’ ability to make portraits that showed his sitters at their strongest and most attractive no doubt contributed to the friendship that developed between himself and Alexander, who often visited Apelles in his studio. On one occasion, Pliny tells us, when Alexander was talking inexpertly about art in a loud voice, Apelles felt bold enough to ask the powerful ruler to be quiet because it was distracting his young assistants, who were finding it funny. It is possible that this story, like others that Pliny relates, is apocryphal, but even if this is the case, its telling indicates a mutual respect between the two men, providing a template of an ideal relationship between artist and patron. On another occasion, Alexander gave Apelles his favourite concubine, Campaspe, after he realized that the painter had fallen in love with her while painting her picture, a potentially dangerous situation in a royal court. But Apelles served his master well, fulfilling the role of the court artist by creating pictures that amplified the power of the ruler. In addition to his portrait of Alexander holding a thunderbolt, he produced allegorical images that presented him as triumphant and formidable. 

Apelles died in Cos, probably in the early years of the third century BCE, while working on a second version of his painting of Aphrodite. His achievements as an artist live on not only in the written descriptions of his life and art, but in the great art that they inspired. By at least the end of the fifteenth century, artists were not only hoping to be compared to the Greek painter but were attempting to recreate his paintings. The Calumny of Apelles, in particular, caught the creative imagination. This allegorical work warning of the dangers of calumny, or slander, was known chiefly through a description written by the ancient Greek author Lucian of Samosata in the second century BCE. In his work Slander, Lucian claimed that Apelles had been accused of betraying Ptolemy, who intended to have him executed until someone came forth with the truth. Apelles created a painting in response, in which the personification of Calumny drags a half-naked man before a king amid a cast of characters that includes personifications of Ignorance, Suspicion, Treachery, Deceit and Truth. Lucian’s description circulated widely in translations during the Renaissance and inspired numerous versions of the scene. The most famous example is a painting from about 1495 by Sandro Botticelli (Uffizi Museum, Florence), but the subject was also depicted by Andrea Mantegna, Raphael, Dürer, Pieter Bruegel the Elder and, in the seventeenth century, by Rembrandt. Scenes of Apelles’ life also inspired artists including the eighteenth-century Italian Giovanni Battista Tiepolo, who painted Alexander the Great and Campaspe in the Studio of Apelles in around 1740. Stories about Apelles captured the artistic imagination. From the fourteenth century to the eighteenth, when the livelihood of artists still relied on royal courts and powerful patrons, artists strove to achieve the fame and stature of Apelles. But beyond that, they sought to think like him: to be creatively and technically brilliant, to create works of art that made viewers gasp and that surpassed all others, but to be humble and always willing to work hard and to learn, never becoming complacent, forever experimenting and innovating. What we know of Apelles tells us much about the aspirations and ambitions of many artists who followed him. 




2 Giotto: Painting the Human Experience 

There are some artists whose achievements are considered to be so great that apocryphal stories develop around them and their careers provide historical markers defining an era or marking a new direction in art. The fourteenth-century Florentine artist Giotto is one, just as Apelles, to whom Giotto was frequently compared, was another. Like Apelles, Giotto was celebrated for his ability to paint in an incredibly lifelike way, a skill that became a yardstick by which to measure greatness throughout the Renaissance. Yet my decision to include Giotto here is less to do with his capacity for tricking the eye and more to do with his ability to communicate human emotion and the influence that this had on Western art. I first understood this about Giotto when I visited Padua as a student. There, in around 1305, Giotto completed a fresco cycle in a newly built private chapel belonging to Enrico Scrovegni, a banker who had purchased some land on the site of an ancient Roman arena, where he had built a family palazzo. The adjoining chapel not only provided a private place of worship but was intended by Scrovegni as an attempt to atone for the sins of his father, Reginaldo, a notorious money lender who had been condemned by the Church. Hugely wealthy, in part due to his father’s ill-gotten gains as well as his own money-lending activities, Scrovegni wanted to build something magnificent and to that end, hired Giotto to design and execute the painted decoration that was to cover the walls and ceiling of the interior. The frescoes survive and today are visited by many tourists, eager to experience this remarkable, all-encompassing painted scheme. As a student I marvelled at the vivid colours and attention to detail, but what caught my eye above all else, and what made the strongest impression on my memory, were the faces in the scenes depicting the life of Christ, particularly the mourners at the Crucifixion and lamentation, and the mothers protecting their children from King Herod’s soldiers during the Massacre of the Innocents. Despite the stylized nature of the images to my contemporary eyes, the emotion on those faces – fear, grief and profound pain – seemed so real and human that the centuries between myself and the artist seemed to melt away. 

The Scrovegni chapel was an important commission for Giotto, and today the cycle is one of the few surviving works of art known definitively to be by him. The paintings, which Giotto probably worked on for around two years with the aid of assistants, comprise a didactic yet spectacular series of scenes from the life of Christ, the Virgin Mary (to whom the chapel was dedicated) and Mary’s parents Joachim and Anne. On the triumphal arch, which divides the main body of the church from the altar, God the Father instructs the Archangel Gabriel to give the news to Mary that she is to conceive, while at the opposite end of the chapel, a huge fresco of the Last Judgement fills the west wall. Roundels containing images of Christ, the Virgin, the four Evangelists and the prophets float on the ceiling above, against a deep blue that twinkles with gold stars. The experience of viewing the frescoes – both for fourteenth-century worshippers and the many tourists who visit today – is physically immersive, designed to encourage viewers to imagine themselves within the action and empathize with the figures portrayed. In addition to the relative realism of the images, helped by the clever use of perspective and illusionary techniques such as trompe l’oeil architectural elements, there is a profound humanity to the scenes due to Giotto’s ability to depict dramatic tension and human feeling. Few who have experienced grief could fail to relate to the deep pain on the faces of the figures mourning Christ, while the horrors of the Last Judgement are likely to make anyone want to examine their behaviour on Earth. The cycle exemplifies Giotto’s style and achievements as a painter who moved medieval art into a more lifelike and emotionally expressive phase, opening up the path to the Renaissance.

Giotto di Bondone was born in around 1267 in the village of Colle di Vespignano in the Mugello countryside near Florence, the son of a peasant farmer. His birthdate, like many details of his life, is uncertain, but there is evidence that he was around 70 when he died in 1337. During Giotto’s life, Italy had yet to become a unified country and was divided into numerous regions and city-states that were governed independently, although each recognized the authority of Rome. Artists were usually part of a workshop and relied on commissions from the Church and other elite patrons to produce portraits or art for religious settings. Giotto was in his thirties when he painted the frescoes in Scrovegni’s chapel and may have been working on high-profile commissions since the 1290s. According to the biographer Giorgio Vasari, whose Lives of the Most Excellent Painters, Sculptors, and Architects was first published in 1550, Giotto demonstrated a talent for drawing as a child, which he practised by drawing the sheep that his father asked him to watch. In what is sadly almost certainly an apocryphal tale, Vasari describes how on one such occasion, Cimabue – the leading Florentine painter at the time – passed by and witnessed the ten-year-old Giotto sketching the animals with a pointed rock on a smooth, polished stone. Cimabue was astounded by the lifelike nature of the drawings and invited Giotto to join his workshop in Florence, subject to his father’s approval.8 Whatever the origins of their meeting, Giotto does seem to have trained with Cimabue – who must have become aware in some way of the younger artist’s prodigious talents – and within a few decades Giotto had surpassed his master’s achievements. As the poet Dante Alighieri put it in the Divine Comedy, probably written between 1308 and 1321: ‘In painting Cimabue thought he held the field, and now it’s Giotto they acclaim – the former only keeps a shadowed fame.’9

Giotto’s output is subject to debate, but it is possible that one of his first projects was to contribute areas of the frescoes in the Basilica of St Francis in the Umbrian town of Assisi. Probably painted in the 1290s, the decoration in the Basilica was partly painted by Cimabue and his workshop, and partly by artists from elsewhere, including Rome. Some of the paintings bear similarities to Giotto’s known works, including the frescoes in Padua, but his involvement remains uncertain. It is known, however, that in addition to working in both Florence and Padua, Giotto undertook commissions in Rome and Naples, producing both frescoes and paintings in tempera on wood. It is likely that he was in Rome working for the papal court in around 1300, when Pope Boniface VIII proclaimed the first jubilee of the Roman Catholic Church (a holy year), suggesting that his skills were highly prized by this point. Later, from around 1328 to 1333, he was employed by King Robert I of Anjou at his court in Naples, where he occupied a powerful position and earned a large salary. The city of Florence then lured him back with what was probably an even larger sum of money, and in April 1334 appointed him chief surveyor and architect for the city. His duties in this role included working with the sculptor Andrea Pisano to design decorations for the bell tower of the city’s cathedral. Few works survive that are firmly accepted as being by Giotto, but those that do include the Ognissanti Maestà (Uffizi Museum, Florence), a panel painting of the Virgin and Child produced for the Ognissanti (All Saints) church in Florence, probably in around 1300–05. It is also widely accepted that he painted partially surviving frescoes in the Basilica of Santa Croce in Florence before moving to Naples. Other works by Giotto and his workshop, mainly sections from altarpieces, survive in museums around the world including the National Gallery, London, the Louvre in Paris and the North Carolina Museum of Art in the USA.

Giotto’s skills as an artist went far beyond his ability to draw sheep in a naturalistic way, although his ability to replicate the real world convincingly was certainly something for which he was highly celebrated. In a story that echoes that of Apelles and the horses, Vasari makes this point in another anecdote about his time with Cimabue, in which Giotto paints a fly on the nose of a figure painted by Cimabue, which ‘looked so natural that when his master returned to continue his work, he tried more than once to drive the fly away with his hand, convinced that it was real.’10 Giotto was born at the end of the Middle Ages, when the predominant style in European art was somewhat flat and rigid. His use of modelling to give the illusion of three dimensions was a radical approach. The bodies of his figures in the chapel in Padua, for example, which are shown from many different perspectives, can be clearly made out beneath their clothes, their contours seemingly causing the painted fabrics to stretch and crease as fabric truly does. Faces are individualized and framed with hair that curls and hangs and tufts. Water and veils appear transparent and translucent, while the bones and muscles can be made out beneath the skins of the sheep and cattle. Giotto’s scenes in Padua are set in realistic environments with recognizable rocks and trees and contemporary-style buildings that give a real sense of space. 

Throughout the Scrovegni series, as I have noted, there are profound moments of emotional connection and expression. In addition to the pain of the mourners at the Crucifixion, these include more tender moments, such as a touching kiss between Joachim and Anne, and the Virgin Mary’s gentle settling of her newborn child. Beneath the human drama of these scenes, which were intended to reflect the real world, Giotto painted an allegorical series of Vices and Virtues, which runs around the lower section of the chapel. The Vices include Desperation in the form of a hanged woman, and Wrath, represented by a woman tearing her clothes from her chest in rage. The calmer, more aspirational Virtues include an angelic Hope and a benevolent Charity. Giotto painted these figures in grisaille (grey) against dark backgrounds to give the illusion that they were sculpted from stone. They were not only there to warn their viewers against the dangers of sin, but to demonstrate the artist’s innovative and virtuosic abilities with a brush. Meanwhile, on the west wall, rivers of fire flush the naked damned into hell, while Christ sits serenely above with the souls he has saved arranged neatly to his right. All kinds of horrific punishments are meted out: money lenders are hanged by the strings of their purses, others are tortured by demons, while some are devoured by the devil himself. Hoping to avoid such a fate, Enrico Scrovegni had himself pictured to Christ’s right, presenting a model of the chapel to the Virgin. The believability of Giotto’s art no doubt helped his viewers to better understand and relate to the Christian stories and lessons contained within, while at the same time reminding them of the status and wealth of Scrovegni, the patron who had the means to commission the greatest artist of his day. 

Giotto’s own reputation could not have been higher when he died on 8 January 1337. He was given a lavish state funeral in Florence in recognition of his achievements. Less than two decades later, the poet Giovanni Boccaccio wrote in the Decameron that Giotto had ‘brought back to light that art which had for many ages lain buried beneath the blunders of those who painted rather to delight the eyes of the ignorant than to satisfy the intelligence of the wise.’11 The implication was that Giotto produced art that was closer to that of the ancient Greeks and Romans than it was to that of their medieval successors. This view – that Giotto had freed European art from the stiffness of the Middle Ages – has been echoed in writing about art ever since, including that of Leonardo da Vinci, who argued that art had stagnated before Giotto because painters had got into the habit of copying each other rather than innovating and taking the time to look at the world around them.12 It was Giotto’s drive to do something new, Leonardo argued, his inventiveness and his reconnection with the real world, that allowed him to move forward. Leonardo revered Giotto, and many other artists have cited him as a profound influence. Vincent van Gogh, for example, an artist predisposed to deep emotion, found himself deeply moved by Giotto, whom he described as ‘always suffering and always full of kindness and ardour as if he were already living in a world other than this.’13 Henri Matisse described his visit to the Scrovegni Chapel in 1907 as a defining moment in his development as an artist, seeing in Giotto’s frescoes the Italian artist’s genius for communicating emotional expression. ‘When I see the Giotto frescoes at Padua’, he wrote in 1908, ‘I do not trouble myself to recognize which scene of the life of Christ I have before me, but I immediately understand the feeling that emerges from it, for it is in the lines, the composition, the colour.’14 Giotto’s ability to portray the human experience not only resonated deeply with his contemporaries, but continues to resonate seven centuries on. 






3 Hieronymus Bosch: (Poor) People are ­Terrible

While Giotto sought to communicate the Christian messages that he had been commissioned to depict by encouraging his viewers to empathize with the characters in his realistic scenes, Hieronymus Bosch (c.1450–1516) took a different tack. In his paintings, the Netherlandish artist used humour and fantasy to draw his viewers into a bizarre and tempting, yet dangerous, world, before admonishing them for viewing his scenes of pleasure and revelry with anything other than condemnation. But this approach to his art and his audience is not immediately clear to viewers today and can only be appreciated with some understanding of Bosch’s worldview. Even compared to other art of his time, Bosch’s images were idiosyncratic and unconventional, and his way of thinking particularly pessimistic. Bosch’s best-known surviving work, for example, The Garden of Earthly Delights, is one of the strangest and most difficult to read paintings in European art history. Now in the Prado Museum in Madrid – where the shop is full of jaunty merchandise bearing brightly coloured details from the piece – the painting was relatively unusual for its time as a triptych that was probably made for a secular setting rather than as an altarpiece for a church. And as such, rather than being limited to Biblical subject matter, it includes images of everyday humans on Earth – although the Earth that Bosch presents on the huge central panel could not be further from the real world. In a cheerfully vivid palette of reds, greens, blues and pinks, the central scene depicts hundreds of naked people frolicking, cavorting, revelling, merry-making and pleasure-seeking in all manner of ways in a fantastical landscape with ponds and rivers, lush vegetation and giant fruit. It is a kind of paradise on Earth in which all humans, uninhibited, have succumbed to all of their desires. Some ride on giant birds or other beasts, some take bites from luscious berries or pluck apples from the trees. There is an orgiastic feel to the whole composition as bodies mix and mingle, tumble and twist, intertwine and embrace. 

Indications for how to process this central scene can be found on the side panels, which follow the same visual language but are more overtly religious in their subject matter. On the left, we see God presenting Eve to Adam in the Garden of Eden. She is yet to unleash evil into the world by eating a forbidden apple, but there are signs of what is to come among the creatures around them, which include a cat with a mouse in its mouth and a lion eating a deer. On the right-hand panel, Bosch presents us with a terrible vision of hell where, among the demons and the damned, we are shown, among other oddities, a set of giant human ears with the blade of a knife protruding from between them, a man with a musical instrument up his backside and a pig dressed as a nun. The two outer panels are designed to close, covering the central panel, and on the outside, in grey monochrome, Bosch has painted an image of the newly created world inside a giant bubble, with God looking on. The Garden of Earthly Delights was probably commissioned by the aristocratic Engelbert II, Count of Nassau (1451–1504) for his palace of Coudenberg in Brussels between about 1495 and 1504. As early as July 1517, it was seen there by a visitor, who described it as ‘bizarre’ and clearly didn’t quite know what to make of it.15 The painting, and Bosch’s art in general, has been delighting, troubling, amusing and puzzling viewers ever since. But Bosch’s own intentions were clear and were much more serious than his art might today suggest. 

Hieronymus Bosch grew up as Jeroen van Aken, surrounded by artists. His father Antonius was a painter, as were four of his paternal uncles, and it is likely that young Jeroen (the Dutch version of Jerome) trained in the family workshop. Painting was a paternal family tradition. Both Bosch’s grandfather, Jan, and his great-grandfather, Thomas van Aken, had also made their living in this way. In 1404, Thomas had moved from the German city of Aachen to Nijmegen in the Duchy of Guelders in the Low Countries (a geographical region that included modern-day Netherlands, Belgium and Luxembourg). By about 1426, Thomas’s son Jan was living in ’s-Hertogenbosch, a town in the Duchy of Brabant, now part of the Netherlands and often shortened to ‘Den Bosch’. Jeroen van Aken was born there in about 1450. From 1462, the family owned a house off the town’s main square, the Markt, which included a workshop. It is not surprising, therefore, that Bosch and two of his brothers joined the family business. As an artist, he styled himself ‘Hieronymus Bosch’, probably to appeal to an educated elite by using the Latin version of his first name and emphasizing his identification with ’s-Hertogenbosch rather than Aachen. Although a relatively lively commercial town, ’s-Hertogenbosch was not a leading cultural centre and, unlike nearby Antwerp or Brussels, did not have a thriving artistic community, but Bosch nevertheless remained there for his whole life. This relative isolation almost certainly contributed to the highly idiosyncratic style for which he is known. 

Remaining in his hometown, Bosch soon became a big fish in a small pond. In around 1486, he joined the Brotherhood of Our Lady, a local religious association that had thousands of members in the town and beyond, and through which Bosch obtained his earliest commissions, sometimes working alongside his father and other members of the family. Socially, however, his big break came in 1487 or 1488 when he was elevated to a ‘sworn’ rather than a ‘common’ member of the Brotherhood, an elite tier comprising members of the clergy, wealthy landowners and businessmen, magistrates, aristocrats and, as seems to have been the case with Bosch, those with exceptional skills. By this time, he was married to Aleid van de Meervenne, a woman from a relatively wealthy local family who owned several properties. The couple were living in a house on the north side of the Markt that Aleid had inherited from her grandfather and which was fancy enough for Bosch to host a dinner for the sworn members of the Brotherhood in 1488. There is no doubt that his position in the organization opened doors for Bosch and as such, it is likely that he waived his payment for much of the work that he undertook for them. This work included wings for an altarpiece featuring St John the Evangelist and St John the Baptist for their chapel in St John’s Church, the main church in ’s-Hertogenbosch. Painted between 1490 and 1495 and now held in the Gemäldegalerie, Berlin (St John on Patmos) and the Lázaro Galdiano Museum, Madrid (Saint John the Baptist), these paintings abound with allegorical details and contain elements of Bosch’s strange visual world, including a bizarre spectacle-wearing lizard-bird-human-demon. Compared to his later work, however, the scenes are relatively conventional. Bosch also made other paintings for St John’s Church, including an altarpiece depicting the Creation of the World for the high altar, probably commissioned by the church itself, and panels for other chapels depicting various Biblical scenes. Commissions also came from other patrons in the town, helped by the connections that he made through the fraternity.

Bosch’s reputation grew throughout the 1490s, enabling him to make an impact beyond the small pond of ’s-Hertogenbosch, despite remaining in the town. His fame was probably enhanced by the handful of engravings based on his paintings made by Alart du Hameel, a printmaker, goldsmith and architect who worked on the Brotherhood’s chapel in St John’s. Connections among the other sworn members are also likely to have spread the word about his skills and unique style, leading to the sale of his work to some high-profile patrons. In around 1494, for example, he painted a triptych on the theme of the Epiphany for the Antwerp civic leader Peeter Scheyve and his wife, Agnes Gramme (Prado, Madrid). Around this time, he also made work for various international clients, including several Spanish patrons living in Brabant as well as clients in Brussels and possibly Italy, and received his commission from the Count of Nassau. At some point, paintings by him also found their way into the possession of Margaret of Austria, Duchess of Savoy (1480–1530) and, by the 1520s, the prominent Grimani family in Venice, among other elite collectors. His most prestigious commission, however, came from Philip the Fair, Duke of Burgundy (1478–1506), who visited ’s-Hertogenbosch in 1504–1505 and, while there, ordered from Bosch a large altarpiece depicting the Last Judgement. He followed this with a commission for the Temptation of St Anthony the following year, which he presented to his father Maximilian, the future Holy Roman Emperor. 

Like most painters of this period, Bosch took on a wide range of paid work, from painting altarpieces and other works on wooden panels, to adding colour to decorative objects and furniture, and designing stained-glass windows, metalwork and textiles. But the works for which he is best remembered are his panel paintings and specifically his triptychs. Bosch is known to have produced at least sixteen, eight of which survive intact. The earliest are relatively conventional in depicting subjects such as the Adoration of the Magi (about 1475, Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York) and Ecce Homo, the presentation of Christ to the crowd before his Crucifixion (same period, Städel Museum, Frankfurt). These early examples show the influence of Netherlandish painters of the preceding generations such as Jan van Eyck (died 1441) and Rogier van der Weyden (died 1464), as well as some of Bosch’s contemporaries, such as the painter and printmaker Martin Schongauer (1448–91) from whom he borrowed some ideas. By the 1490s, however, Bosch’s paintings had become notably unconventional in their subject matter and were populated by the kind of weird and fantastical creatures and imagery that filled the inner panels of the Garden of Earthly Delights. The central image of the Haywain, for example, a triptych from about 1512–15 (also now in the Prado), depicts a large haystack on a wagon being pulled by demons with the heads of various animals. Merrymakers sit on its top, including a canoodling couple and a trio enjoying some music. Beneath, members of the lower social classes pluck at the hay, jostling and tumbling as they try to get close, while a group of aristocrats follow on horses behind. Violence has broken out at various points amid the chaos, which is surveyed from the sky by a pitying Jesus. On the panel to the left, we again find ourselves in the Garden of Eden, where we follow Adam and Eve from their moment of creation to Eve’s acceptance of the apple from the serpent and the couple’s banishment from Paradise. In the background, rebel angels are cast down from heaven. On the right wing, we are presented with scenes of torture and destruction in hell. Unusually for the time, the painting on the back of the wings, which forms a full image when the wings are closed, is a secular scene: a travelling Everyman walking along the path of his life with his worldly belongings in a basket on his back. Portentous vignettes mark the route behind him, including an executioner’s scaffold, a fellow traveller being robbed and a man playing some pipes. The image carries a moralizing message, warning against the various temptations that might lead to a less-than-virtuous life. Bosch was innovative in painting triptychs in which the exterior image was intended to be read alongside the images inside, and in his integration of religious imagery with scenes of life on Earth. 

It is tempting today to look at Bosch and to read his work as light and playful. There is certainly humour in his depictions of naked figures performing handstands, oversized strawberries, fish-headed demons and objects protruding from human orifices. It is also tempting to view Bosch as a kind of proto-Surrealist, or a trippy eccentric on a wild ride. But to do so is to fundamentally misunderstand his intentions. Bosch’s paintings were, in fact, deeply moralizing and pessimistic about human nature. He had a particularly dim view of the lower classes, depicting the poor and those on the margins of society, including sex workers and unskilled people, as being those most likely to succumb to sins such as gluttony, drunkenness, idleness and lewdness. These views were not uncommon for the time, however, and his emphasis on the individual to take responsibility for their actions was in keeping with contemporary Christian and humanist thought. In Bosch’s view, the ­pleasure-seeking figures in the central panel of the Garden of Earthly Delights are behaving on Earth in a way that will condemn them to hell, showing no self-restraint or moderation and giving in to their base desires and urges. Bosch tells us this by first showing us the creation of the world on the exterior, then the introduction of human beings in the Garden of Eden, where sin will first be introduced, and finally, the terrible punishments of hell. In the Haywain, the hay is a symbol for earthly goods, which are all essentially transient (hay will soon wither away) but which humans nevertheless clamour to grab, leading to all manner of bad behaviour. A similar message is delivered on the outer panel, where we see the Everyman besieged by danger as he navigates his path through life, determined to hold on to his material possessions. Bosch created his weird and wonderful visual language to hold a mirror up to society and to warn against folly and sin. In doing so, he employed the tools of satire, a genre practised by ancient writers such as Horace and Juvenal and contemporary writers such as Sebastian Brant and Erasmus, in which aspects of society could be criticized through metaphor in a light-hearted way. In addition to the weirder elements, Bosch’s metaphoric language included recognizable imagery that could be more readily understood by his viewers, including references to folk customs, festivals and proverbs. In his world, it seems almost inevitable that humans will disappoint and give in to temptation. The many owls that appear in his works, including the Garden of Earthly Delights, are to remind his viewers that they are always being watched and should behave accordingly. 

Hieronymus Bosch died aged about 65 during the summer of 1516, from an infectious illness (possibly the plague) that had already claimed the lives of many others in the town.
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