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ARBSTRACT

Realism, with‘the combined objectives of direct confrontation

with the visible world and involvement with the contemporary social

situation reached its apotheosis in the middle of the nineteenth
century in the work of Courbet and the Impreséionists. The final
guarter of that same century saw the commencement of a reaction
against realism on both a philosophical and an aesthetic basis.
Philosophically it was felt that exact renderings of the visible
world led tora'flight away from reality. ersthaticallyiit was felt
that composition, colour and draughtsmanship wers noﬁ given sufficient
significance in nineteenth century realism. From this time until the
beginning of the nineteen sixties artists have almost unaﬁimously
rejected realism as a valid alternative. At the same time a necessary
relationship between the dominant characteristics of mﬁdern art -~ the
renunciation of an illusion of reality, deformation of natural
objects, wilful stylization and hostility to ths pastrand the dis-
integration of traditional values, particularly of the relationship
between man énd.éod, and the rise of modern subjectivism - has been
postulated,

The founding of thse anti-realistic characteristics of modern art
in therexperiences and sufferings of the modern age together with the
modernist assumption that realism is the expression of a wholesome

attitude towards reality makes the re-emergence of realism in the style
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new realism difficult to explain. These facts lead one to question
whether the apparent deviation of new realism from the tradition of
modern art and reversion to the objectives of earlier realistic
painting is illusory 6r whether certain suppositions about the
nature of modern art, particularly that according to which realism
is incompatible Qith modern sensibility,lshould be revised.

The three conclusions reached in this paper are as follows. The
first is thét new realist g?inters who employ photographs should be
distinguished from those who work from life - the former post-pop
artists frequently aim to draw attention to the unreality of the
illusory aspect of painting while the latter, revisionists, reaffirm
the value of representational illusionistic painting. The second
conclusion is that new realism has many features - repudiation of an
intellectual role for the artist, a professional attitude towards the
production of art objects, an aesthetic of precision, objectivity and
technical progress, which align it with other contemporary art movements.
The third conclusion is that the modernist assumption Fhat realism
represents a life-embracing, optimistic attitude while deformation,
dehumanization and avoidance of illusions of the physical world are the
only possible expression of man's dissatisfaction with the world is
simplistic and that this fact is illustrated by the impassive reflection

of the absurdities of life in new realism.
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INTRODUCTION

"When art is free and authentic it is always an expfession of its
ambient and epoch, of the dominating characteristics 6frthe society in
which the individual is creating."l This assumption forms the basis
for the investigation undertaken in this thesis. For no change in sqciety
can have besen greater than that which has taken place in the past one
hundred years - and that is the time that has slapsed since realism
réached its clima# in the‘final quarter of the nineteenth century. Yet,
beginning in the sixties, a style in art has come to the fore which
appears to haQe more in common with the naturalistic art of %he
ninetesnth cenﬁury than with modern art. In fabt, one criterion which
has been used to determine when the modern era in art commences, is the
rejection by artigts of realism as an objectiva.2 Apologists for modern
art have indeed devoted much time to explaining why the revolt against
everything that realism stood for has been‘an historical necessity. As
Tracy Atkinson says: "We have painted abstractly because we beliesve
in the reality of abstractions. . . a diversion from this stance cannot
thus escape speculation about the values involved."3 If it can be proven
that contemporary painters can resume the functions and objectives of
nineteenth century artists, a fresh look at modernism may be warranted.
For art and art history mutually develop ;nd define sach other.

In this study, therefore, an attempt is made to ascertain whether
new realism reverts to the tradition of realism in art and represents a

radical deviation from the tradition of modernism. In the first five
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chapters, ideas pertaining to traditional realism, modernism and new
realism are presénted, providing the artistic and philosophic background
to new realism. In chapteps six and seven, through a consideration of
concepts of reality in new realism, and of the relationship of new
realism to other styles, a tentative conclusion is reached. |

As a preliminary to the investigation of the major thesis question,
the qualification should bes made that the terms "realism," "modernism,"
and "new realism," are only convenient labels with which to comprehend
certain trends in art., If the word of some éritics is accepted, neuw
realism is more diverse than some other contemporary mqvéments and its
realist antecedents.4 Also, although it has assumed international
proportions, discussion of new realism is confined in this study to the
movement in the United States, with the tacit assumption that what
transpires there today has both peculiar national elements and is the
expression of a sensibility common to all industrialized nationg. Thié
limitation is justified by the fact that the new visu af reality'

unmistakeably started in America and European participation in new

-realism has been small. On the other hand the sources from which the

characteristics of modern art are derived embrace a broader spesctrum
in time and space. These are selected on aécount of theif continuing
relévance to contemporary art. Finally, the discussion is confined in
this papér ﬁo new realist painting since new‘fealist sculpturs, though

very interesting, presents rather different problems.



CHAPTER I

REALISM

According tb the schema of Harold Osborne, "realism" as a style in
art is a modification or type of artistic naturalism. Art is realistic
". « o when it is paturalistic and when it shows the acﬁual world as if
through a plafeélass window, neither better nor worse'than it is."6
According to this theory, therefore, realism is a species of naturalism.’
A history and definition of naturalism, together with a description of the
characteristics and attitudss which are frequently assﬁciated with it,
provide a broader context within which to comprehend the phenomenon of
realism.

A cycle of techniques whose primary motivation derived from the
impulse to produce convincing facsimiles of the visible appearance of
things probably emerged as an artistic aim with the péinting and
sculpturs of fhe Gresks in the fifth century B.C. Gréek naturalism
was importantrnot only because it determined the main character of
European art in antiquity, but because, after a break during the Middle
Ages, the tradition was revived during the Renaissance énd retained its
predominance until the present century. Indeed, the %tudy of the external
appearance of nature reached its apotheosis in the nineteenth century in
the art of Courbet and the Impressionists for whom thers was né theme but

the visible.7

The criteria and attitudes which accompany naturalism proceed from
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the naturalistic artist's involvement in the subject or theme rather
than the art work for itself. Thué Osborne defines naturalism as
", . . the attitude of mind which deflects attention away from or
'through' the art objsect towérds that of which it is a representa’cion."8

The characteristic criteria of naturalism are ". . . correctness,
completeness and vividness (or convincingﬁess) of representation."9
Emphasis upon these characteristics accounts not only for the frequent
reference, found in the earliest literature, upon the technical skill of
the craftsman in producing an illusion in the sense of trompe l'osil,
but alsoc for the high estimation placed upon the production of an illusion
of life, and, related to this, the prestige accorded to the répresentation
of emotion or character by direct visual imagepy instea& of symbolically
by traditional conventions. The prevalence of such values is substantiated
by the testimony.of celebrated artists. Alberti, for example, thought
the depiction of emotion and mood - called by the Greeks "imitation of
the soul" - was the most difficult task of the painter. Leonardo said,

". « » that figure is most admirable which by its actions best expresses
the spirit which animates it."lU And DUrer said: And a man is said to
have done well if he attain accurately to copy a figure according to life,
so that his drawing resembles the figure and is like unto nature.“l;

Also a consequence of the deflsction of attention in naturalism
towards the subject represented was the opinion, popular until the middle
of the nineteenth century, that the better subject makes the better picture.

This belief in the hierarchy of subject matter underlay the problem

perceived by traditional aesthetics of our ability to enjoy a beautiful



representation of a harrowing subject. Durer s statement. "in
particular if the thing copled is bsautiful, then is the copy held
to be artistic and, as it deserveth, it is highly pralsed "12 was
typical of the Renalssance attitude. Sotwas the view Of‘

the art object expressed in the eighteenth‘century bytEd&und Burke

_ who proposed that:' "When the subject of a painting is attractive we

take pleasure in tﬁe subject as if it wefe the real tﬁing; disregard-

ing the art work. When the subject of a pain#ing is commonplace or

ugly, we admire its representatioﬁ as a tour ds force;";z The sams

sentiment was exppéssed by Sir Joshua Reynolds: "The‘pa;nters who

have applied ﬁhemselves more particularly to low and vulgar characters

.« s deserve‘great praise; but as their genius has Been,employed in

low and confin;d-subjects, the praise whicﬁ we must give must be as

limited as its ob:ject."l4
In the ninetsenth century, the emphasis placed on fﬁe Ycharacteristic®

réthe; than the 'beautiful! deflected‘atténtion from the academic

ﬁreferénce fﬁrrlofty and elevated thsmes. But, as Déborhg points ouf,

" o . Wwe must fecognize through all the manifestations of changing

taste wifh regéfdhfo the subject matter of art - thersdcigl realism of

Coubst and Daumier in the ninetesnth century, and thérpevﬁlutionafy

realism of Orozco and Siquieros in the twentisth ceﬁfgry, which give

a positive function to the represenfation-of human misery and oppression

- thezcontinuingloperation of that naturalistic habifioffmind which

leads us to regard the work, whsether wholly or in paft; és a reflectlon

or mirror, an 'lmltatlon', of that whlch 1t represents.",l5
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The fascination exerted by illusionistic representation is con-
firmed more vivid;y by aneEdotes from the past than by formal art
theory. They suggest that pictures which no longer seem to us markedly
illusionistic, the pictures of Gietto and his followers or the classical
Greek paintings of which relies have survived for exampie, did seem so
to their contempofaries. In Western countries today it is still assumed
by unsophisticated persons that it is the job of a picture to provide a
reasonably accurate reflection of the external reality which is itsr
subject.16 ‘ ‘ :

Because a work of art may still bé a distorting mirror or
idealizing projector while retaining the naturalistic éharacter of a
mirror througﬁhwhiph the attention of the beholder fixes upon the object
represented, dsborne only uses the term 'realism' whenLthe 'reality!
represented in the art work coincides with the actua; world of
experience: "By calling it 'realistic' we ihply that the reflected
reality is thought of as actual rather than imaginary,fénd that it is
reflected by énd large as it is rather than being delibefately idealised

or burlesqued."l7

_But with this qualificétion the difficulty ceptrél to
the use of the term 'realism' - that its use depends upon varying
concepts of reality - is highlighted. Osborﬁe discriminates‘three ma jor
categoriess in the use of the term 'realism'. |

Firstly the term is used to distinguish the depictioﬁ of the visible

appearance of things from other stylistib ppssibilities; This is the case

when ‘realism' is used as the opposite of 'abstraction!. "Thus the
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apples of Cezanne are said to be more abstract and so less realistic
than Jan van Huysum."18 In this sense realism indicates art in which
the individual actuality rather than the generic type is reflected.

The term 'Verism' denctes this extreme form of realism in the sense of
individuation, being applied to art in which every detail to the last
wrinkle, wart and pimple is included whether or not fhéy contribute to
the general impression of character type. In a similar‘ﬁay the term
'realism! is used to contrast art in which objscts are‘indicaﬁed:by
conventional schemata to art in which objects ars painted with
meticulousnéss of detail but distorted from their actual appaaraﬁce,
as in the paintings of Salvador Dali, for example, where the watch strap
melts and runs liks wax.lg
The second major category in the use of the term 'realism! in.

painting is that in which artists, instead of choosing conventionally
beautiful subjects, have emphasized the reality of-pgliness in the world.
Similarly, the term 'social realism' has been used of ait movements in
which a realistié depiction of ugliness, misery or‘povgrty either in
support of a political theory or in the interests of sqcial amelioration
has been concentrated upon. "Thus Courbet was a raaiisﬁ because he
depicted the common man without beautification and Cafavaggio because
he painted St Matthew with dirty feet."2C

A third,“lesg common use of the term 'realism' is that applied
to conceptual art, such as the analytical form of Cubisﬁ in which the
artist aspires to reproduce things as’they are known‘to,be rather than to

. . 21
mirror their appearances.



The realist ethos dominated French art in the middle of the
ninetesnth century during which time, beéides the objective of direct
confrontation miﬁh the visible world, there was éignificant involve-
ment with the -contemporary social.situation. All thé widespread |
attempts apd aspirations towards realismvsince the beginning of the
nineteentﬁ centqry were brought to fruition in Gustave Courbet's

painterly domination of everything material. His statement: "The art

of painting should consist only in the representation of objects which

the artist can see and touch. . . I also maintain that painting is

essentially a 'concrete! art and can consist in the representation of

'real' and fexisting' things. . ." clearly express the realist

philosophy. Tbe specific hallmark of Impressionist realism was the

particular limitation that ‘for the painter the visible was fundamentally

“

nothing more than & complex of spots of colour. According to this
doctrine the“hictoriai rendering of the real was possible only through.

the medium of atmosphere filled with light.22



CHAPTER 2

MODERN ART

Fritz Novotny selects the years 17680 and 1880 as dates whlch
represent, in the field of thought and in the field of plctorlal
representation of the world respectively, the commencgment of ", . .

a trend away ffoﬁ the objective world of things towards:hew perceptive
possibilities, towards a new kind of investigation of the premises

and constructiénal laws of the objective world."23 ﬁe descripes how
the ever vaster fields of portrayal of the visible in the nineteenth
century represented a radical one~sidedness which was~bpund to evoke -

a violent reaction, and how, when after 1880 universélity became an
objective, painters began to study the significanceuofjﬁhe inna:
structure of‘ﬁhings. Linda Nochlin suggesis that, in modsrn art, the-
'realist! virtues of truthfulness and honesty meaning ". . . an accurate
raendering of defail" became ". . . truth and honesty meaning truth to
the nature of the material, the beginnings of the mbral and sthical
establishment of the claims of the 'rights' of abjects, sur%aces, or
materials to their own organic kinds of expression. .'a"24

The vafious:interpretations of modern art ars too numerous to
describe. Novotny proposes that the reaction to naturalism and
realism had both a formal and a philosophical ba81s.‘ That, on the
one hand, artists felt that the importance of well-organlzed comp031t16n

and colour and;flne draughtsmanship had been relegated to an obscure
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position. Tﬁat;‘on the other ﬁand, art in which corpbreél solidarity
and beauty of‘thé surface had frequently becoms theﬂdqqinating aims
was endangered by materialism, and that the desire t6 échieve an exapt

rendering of -the true and real led to a flight from reaiity despite the

demand for faithfulness to nature.25

The proliferation of constructions‘but upon eacﬁ new trend may be
part and parcel of the epidemic of aesthetic permiséivéness of which
Harold Rosenberg speaks -~ repentance for "the Ridicuig of the Radicals"

- of the Impressionists, Van Gogh, Natissé, Nodigliani; Duchamp - the

" lesson that hb new work, no matter how apparently senseless, repulsive

or visually Vééént, could be rejscted without running the risk ﬁhat it
would turn up as a masterpiece of the era.26 o

0f interest to a study of nsw realism ére those interpretations
of modern arﬁ:which imply that the sensibility of man has sd changed,

the reality which he knows has become so different from that whiéh his

- nineteenth century forefathers knew, that his art canﬁot”bﬁt\be‘

6ompletely other than traditional art. Because acbording to these
theories modern art is given a temporal foundation - it§ features are
ascribed to some peculiar circumstance of contemporaryblife,Veither

politipal or exisfential - the evolution of a movemént which does not

. share the featurss of modern art without a transformation of modern

life is implicitly disallowed.

Despite ﬁhe abundance of interpretations of modern art, there is a

"fairly.widesppéad agreement about its Qhafacteristiés. - Arnold Hauser;
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speaking of Posthmpressionism, cubism, constructivism, futurisﬁ,
expressionism, ﬁadaism,‘and surrealism, mentions the renunciation of
all illusion of reality on principle, the deliberate deformation of
natural objects, the bsginning of the "annexation" of feality by art,
the destruction 6f pictorial values.27 Susan Sontag recalls those
qualities ascribed to modern art by Ortega Y Gasset in the parly 1920's .-
"o, . impersonality, the ban on pathos, hostility to the past, playful-
ness, wilful stylization, absence of ethical and political commitment
. . ."28 (and the fact that she finds them useful to describe the
contemporary art scens testifies to the continuity of‘the tradition of
modern art). To thesé, from Ortega's own list, may be added: the
dehumanization of art, the avoidance of living forms, irony, scrupulous
realization, and the consideration of art as a thing of no transcending
consequence.29 In one case historical culture, intellsctual tradition
and the legac§ of ideas and forms is believed to be the source of
inspiration for these characteristics, in the other case the direct
facts of life and‘tha problems of human existence.

According to a Marxist interpretation, for example, the distortion
of modern art follows from the alienatidh:of man from himself and
reality which is a product of modern society.30 Susan Sontag believes
modern art to be a response to the social disorder and mass atrocities of
our time, and to the unprecedented chaqge in what rﬁleérbur environment.zl
.Uthers find a theological;explanation for the dehﬁﬁanizaﬁion and
derealization ofumodern art suggesting that it can onl& be uﬁderstood in

terms of the disintegration of the relationship betwsen man and God.
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Thus modsrn art is interpretsd as the fruit of‘sin - man's free decision
to turn away from God in mhose‘image he was created.32

Another theory founds the idiosyncrasies of moderp.art in the
intellectual hefitége of Western man and ascribes the diétinctive
character of que:n art to the rise of modern subjectivism and the
disintegration of the traditional order of values that once assigned to
man his proper piace.33

Karsten Harries, for example, beliéves that "the search for the-
intaresting",'"negation“, "abstractioﬁ and construction", and "the
demonization of sensuousness"'- terms which he uses to describe the
quélities of modern art - proceed from an attempt to affirm the subject
and‘deny the mofld or from an attempt to negate the finite and return to
a more immediate mode of being. He views each as a manifestation of a
project to invént meaning and escape the absurdity o% a world which is
indifferent to man's demand for meaning.

* He interpréts Duchamp's urinal, Tinguely's self-deétroying

méchines, Haﬁs Arps' collages composed of glue in a random manner, and
the presentation of a tin of Campbell's soup as a work of art,éither as

species of an aestheticism the objective of which is the transformation

" of 1life into a construction which owss its meaning to the freedom of

the aftist, or,‘alternatively, as an sscape from reality in which man
seéks to forgqt his inability to emancipate himself“f;pmrhis
dependence of'thé world, whers he can ﬁlay at being Gd@ and salvage

a modicum of"fneaning.35 In all these works of art the ihportant

is given great importance and normal expectations are disappointed.
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Similarly Harries ascribes the fraémentation or destruction of
all artistic forms, the rebellion for rebellion's sake and anarchistic
negation of all values in Dada to a lost sense of reality.36 He
interprets the obscenity of Aubrey Beardsley and Christign Rops, ths
deformation and dehumanization in Picasso and de Kooning's portrayals
of women, besides the progressive elimination of the figqre from
pictorial art in general, as ". . . the triumph of the free spirit,
not only over bourgeois morality but over the flesh as well, an inhuman
victory which for the sake of freedom deqies what maﬂ‘is."37 According
to this argument, one propagated by Sartrs, the project to be Godlike
leads to a disturbed, ambivélent relationship to all that threatens man's
autonomy: to nature, to the body and especially to the other sex.38

The rejebt;on of perspective, the reduction of emphasis on up and
down in painting, are also seen as part of a project of liberation - the
denial of expected meéns of orientation for the saké of greater freedom
from that which reflects man's dependence on the world with its éares and
concerng.39

Malevich's "white suprematism", Alber's studies of the—séuare and Ad
Reinhardt's black canvases are interpreted as attempts to ensure ". . .
that all represeﬁtational ballast, all suégestions and réminiscgnces af
theaworld in which we live are cast of f in arder to‘replace thé world
with a more adequate snvironment for f‘readom.40

Wilhelm wbrpinger suggests that abstraction is born of a sense of
homelessnass? and that the impermanence and contingency of human existence

give rise to a'désire to establish something which will endure and offer
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a refuge from time. Something to which man can escape frdm the
insecurity and confusion which is his lot.*!

A less positive interpretation is that abstraction is the

" expression of a "dictatorial fantasy". According to Freud a sign of

the inability of the artist to cops with the hostile world he faces,
and a substitute for real encounter. Examples of this concéption are
said to be found in the work of painters like Picasso, Braqus, Gris,
Leger, and Feininger; and are exemplified by Braque's statement:
"Things in themselves do not exist at all. They exist only through us."42
In contrast to modern art whose objeétive isrbelieved to be to
subject nature, the work of artists such as Franz Marc, Kandinsky the
Blaue Reiter and die Brlicke are interpreted as attempts to reveal the
aessential reality behind particular appearances by creating as part of
nature, or_rathef by nature creating using the artist as a medium.43
That these interpretations of modern art have somé‘validity is
not in doubt. Dhiy the degree to which this is so is iﬁ question.
Fpr if the characteristics of modern art have their foundation in sither
the experiences and sufferings of the modern age,44 or in the death of
God, or in thse rise of subjectivism, or in the disintegrétion’of
traditional vglues, or in a combination of these cir&umstances, there is
no reason why art today should ceass to reflect thesé pﬁenomena. That
is to say, there has been no change which would substantially Qarfant the
evo}ution of a more optimistic art, no reason why man in 1970 should feel

less alienated than he did in 1920, no reason why his attitude towards

reality should be.more wholesoms.
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CHABTER 3

NEW REALISM

In lQB?,'Lawrence Alloway, who coined the term Pop art, created

a post-pop category, "new realism" in an article in Abtg Magazine to

describe a number of artists who shared many of the sources of Pop
art but who painted in a more traditional manner without being
"traditional".45 This view was supported by Linda Nochlin who wrote of '
"the aésertionrof the visual perception of things in the world as the
necessary basis of the pictorial field itself," in a.Qatalogue fqr |
the "Realism Now" exhibition, which took place in Yassar Dollegs‘in
1959.46 Similarly, in an article in Artfﬁrum, Aprii 1970, R. Pincus-

Witten spoke of the rash of exhlbltlons and ona-man shows which

succeeded that at Vassar, inecluding those at the Nllwaukee Art Center,

the Riverside Museum, and which culmlnated in "22 Realists" at the

. Whitney Nuseum.47 Recent exhibitiens such as "Sharp-Focus Reallsm"

at the Sidney Janis Gallery,48 and "Beyond the Actualtcontemporary
California Raélish Painting,” fipsh presented in the Pioneer Museum
and Haggin Galleries,49 and a by-now substantial documentation in

periodicals attest at least to a new manifestation of the realist

tradition even though the existence of a new movement is more

questionable since, as some critics point out, in one sense there is

no "new" realism at all, but just a group of artists Qo;king without

a programme, freguently unknown to one another until their work reaches
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the galleries.50
- Both Sidney Tillim and Ude Kﬁlterman attemptrto distinéuish_the
"new realism" from realism which is a further dsvelopmépf of tradition-
al realism. Tillim, contrasting the new réalists with the réglists of

Richard Diebankopn's gensration, proposes that the létter:did not
challenge modernist assuﬁptions about artrfundamentally.' They did not,
that is, bring an essentially new historical perspective to problems
of modernist style as the new realists hava been attempting to do since .
the early sixties.Sl Kulterman contrasts the new reélists with the work
of artists sdchfas Andrew Wyeth., He suggests, unliké wyéth, the new
realists ". . . arse concerned with the basic problems of recognition
and perception of today's 'total situation', with generating anew tﬁe
objectively given reality, with inquiry'into'the energies of light and
motiqn, space‘and‘sgrface as well as the structures of animate énd
inanimate surfaces."sz

Becauss thére exists no self-declared grﬁup with either doctrines
or manifesto -~ "new realism" is a term applied, though not consistently
to the same art, by the critics - and because, esven if there were a
consensus as ¥o the exclusiveness of the term, the movement of new
realism, according to any definition, has becoms so pépular sincé its
iriception that it would be impossible to discover ali‘the American
painters working in that genrs, there can be no defiqitive listro% nesw
realists. Some painters consistently aséociated with new peélism,
homever, are Philip Pearlstein (1924), Sidney Tillim (1925), Alffed

Leslie (1927), Ralph Goings (1928), Howard Kanowitz and Gabriel
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Laderman (1929). Younger new realists iﬁclude Malecolm Morley and
Audrey Flack (1931), Lowell Nesbitt (1933), Richard McLean (1934),
Robert Cottingham (1935), Richard Estes (1936), John Clem Clarke
(1940), Sylvia Mangold (1938), Joseph Raffael (1939), Chuck Closs
(1940), John J. Moore (1941), Bruce Everstt (1942), Alan Turner (1943),
and Dﬁn Eddy, Kay Kurt and Noel Mahaffey (1944).53 |

The dearth of definitions of new realism is a factor of its
diversity. Tracy Atkinscn proposes that the new realists have ". . .
a concern with imagery in painting which has important‘references to
what the sye sees in the natural world outside the realm of art."54
New realist painting conforms, in its most obvious aspects, to Harold
Osborne's definition of realism. It is a form of illusionistic
representation, the objective of.which appears to be préduction of
convincing facsimiles of the visible appearance of things. The degres
of conuincingnesé Qaries among individuai artists. New raalist
painting is also naturalistic, showing the world as if through a
pléte glass window on the whole neither better nor worse than it is
although an ironic intent is decidedly present in the:mork of several
artists. In contrast with trgditional realists, howevér, new realist
painters are not more involved with the subject or theme than with
the art work itself. Rather their aim appears to be to ﬁaintain a
precariocus balance between the painting as an object and that of which
it is a representation. Meticulousness of détail, ip which éucﬁ
features as bédy hair and wrinkles are a frequent characteristi§ of

new realist painting - Chuck Close's portraits are an,éxémple. The
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surfaces of new realist paintings draw attention througﬁ‘ths precision -
of their technique.

In greater part the realism of new realist paintings resides
in the aobjective depiction of the visible appearance ﬁf.things, but inlr
some instances, éqch as the painting o?:a,mar protest march by Au&rqy
Flack or the depiction of the banal by ﬁaibolm Morley, there is also an
element of social realism. |

Most criﬁics concede two major tendéncibé within new realism.55
Generally, those images generated by photbg;aphs, the meﬁia, and othe{
mechanical modes of reproduction are distinguished from those based on
the traditional transformation of three-dime;sional,'spatial actuality
into a personally resolved two-dimensional equivalent.s6 The terms |
"post-pop", "photo" and "radical" have Eaen applied to those artists
wha rely on the‘photograph, the terms "traditional, "aéadem;c," |
"reactionary" and "revisionist" to those who work from nature;57
To qonfound the prbblem of discussion of the philosophiéal problems
impliéit in a return to reélism, many artistsroccupy“a ﬁiddle ground
between fhe'photpgraphic or "new realists" and the academic or neo-
%raditional rgalists. rHilton Kramer in féct suggestsrthat those
artists who are ideologically the hardes£ torpin down are aesthetically
the. most satisfying.58 James Monte outlinss the prinpipél objectives
and characterisyics of the "revisionisf" and fpost-pbﬁ“ new realists.sg
The revisionists, he proposes, "o, aée attempting to reinstate

in their painfihgs a pictorial illusionism fully ih keeping Qith the
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tradition of wesﬁérn art which remained relatively unbroken from the

High Renaissance to the advent of Impressionism in the 19th century."60

. He adds that for these painters the decision of what to retrisve from

the history of art for contemporary use is the gravest problem, and

that they are consequently involved in a revaluation of grand manner
partraiture, the hierarchy which places genre subjects at the bottom

of an imaginary ladder and history painﬁingrat the top,‘fhe arranging’

of models in large figure compositions, and even particular grisaille
énd glazing foimulae\. Other distinguishing features which Monte
ascribes to these figurative artists who intend a full scale revision

of earlier illﬁsionistic styles are: the inability to incorporaterconw
temporary abstract styles and alienation from the hrésent moment, a
fundamentally moral view of subject matter: ", . . pictorial problems
are solved with the use of cognitive tension and with én idealist faith
that the problems can be solved, . .;"61 and, finally, as stated above, -
the more traditionally-minded artists eschew the use 'of the photograph
as a vshicle from thch to paint since they feel that reliancs on a
second-hand visual experience shortstops the pefceiving'process in a way
that disallous the.growth of the artist's vision andJaKmBaningful
encounter with his subject-matter, his "ieality". This ecriticism is, as
Monte adds, ", . . predicated on the hope that the figurative artist -
no matter whatlhis persuasion - is intent on seeing and perceiving in
the manner of the best painters of the ninsteenth centu;y_."62

Monte also describes the typical characteristics of the "post-pop"
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realists. He suggests that although for most of thess artists
". « « the problem of identity with modernism" is less, for them

"e o o the vefyCact of painting is inherently preblematic and many,

if not all, view painting itself with irony, and are thué detached

from the same kiﬁds of conscience-provoking qhéstioné‘which engage
the figurati\!e‘painters."63 Other ways in which the .Post-pop realists
differ from the revisionists are in their treatment of subject-héttar -
they ". . . in no way attempt tolreleasé.theicognitdi tension iméliéit
in its use. .)."64 and, as has been indicated, they méke wholesale use
of,the coloursd slid;, photograph, postcard, and mass-prbduced litho-~
graphic reproduction. Monte sees the key to understgnding the use of
the photograph‘as;subject matter in the‘paintings of‘ﬁﬁe post-pop
realists as being, ". . . the provocative problem of ﬁqw to arrive at
a wholeness, én‘understanding of* subject-matter, of naturs, ofrthe“
external world,"65 He belisvaes that while it is partly a questionrgf
an asesthetic @hiph breaks the canons of nine%eenth cenﬁUry‘taste, the
camera is also‘uéed by photo realists as a ussful toéi'iﬁ recording
the complexity of modern urban visual phenomena.?6 |
Although‘sidney Tillim makes a distinction between the photo and
traditiond.realists, he does discern som; common elehents. All the
nemArealists,‘he prqpoées, ", . ., sesk to refrain from glorifyiﬁg
overél& ingloriﬁué'subject matter."67 Also, they both share the same
reluctance‘to‘éhed certain modernist attitudes especiallyrwiﬁh Tespect
to the piotureap;éné. Specifically, they make use o?'devices such as
frontality, cropping, shallow modelling and abstract colour, all of which

inhibit maximUm'illusion.68



CHAPTER 4

THE RELATIVITY OF REALISM

To resolve‘ths questions of how new realism relafss-to traditional"
realism and to the tradition of modesnism, it is necessary £O'return‘to
the definitions df realism as a style in art which were proposed by
Harold Dsborne.ﬁgr Eyen an apparsntly factual descripfisn'exposes the
difficulty implicit in the concept of realism in art. That is, that
"realism" as s‘style implies an art which has "reality"ras;its subject
matter but that cdhcspts of "reality" vary. The fact that "rsallsm"
may indicate a concsptual art which aspires to reproduce things as they
are known to bs‘rathsr than to mirror their appearance. is an illustration
of this divsrgenéejD In the one case, the most typicsi:aspect of an
object is taksn‘to‘bs its reality, in the other, anysspsct, theuer
uncharacteristic, is held to be as real as any othsr.r,Ths cubists arse
an example of msdefn artists who rsjected any singlsﬁviswpoint ss being
equally reprsssntative or faithful ts an‘objsct as sﬁy othere Tﬁsy
sp801flcally rsJected the Impressionist visw of the world where such
trans1tory and ephemeral phenomena as llght and atmosphere alter the

appearance of " objects frqm one minute to the next and’:svsrted to a

.tradition in whlch artists sesk to represent the stable and timeless

aspact of thlngs.

The relativity of realism, therefore, is partly determinsd by the
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system of represéntation standard for a given -culture or person at a

given tims., It is not a matteé of any constant or absolute relationship

between a picture and ifs object but of a relationship bstmeen the system

of representation employed in the picture and the staﬁdard system., The
literal or naturé}istic system of repreéentatiun ié:simply_the customary
one in our culture., This is illustrated by the factrthat oider or alien
systems are accounted as artificial or unskilled. For a Fifth-Dynasty
Egyptian the straighﬁforward way of representing something was not the
same as for an.eighteenth-century Japanese.7l The relativity pf,reéliém
is obscured, in other words, by.the tendsncy to omit a specifying frame
of referencarwhen it is ones own because the mode ofrpepresentaﬁion has
becoﬁe stereotyped. |

The fact tha£ shifts of standard can occur rather rapidly is a
consequence of the effectiveness that sometimes attéqqs a departure
from a tradiﬁional system'of representation aﬁd thé iﬂstallatibnrof a
newer mode as a standard. When this ié the case as it was with the
Impressionists,.artists are spoken of as ﬁaving achie?edra new aggreé
of realism or of having found a new means for the realistic rendering
of light and motion. >

The conventions which are integral to représentatiﬁn in the visual
arts are but oné difficulty qhich is encountered invé ﬁisqussion of
realismvas a style in art. Another problem is that ?ealism as a style

presupposes a knowledge of "reality". 1In Erich Heller's words, "The

" hame 'ReaIism*_merely betrays the partiqulab superstition of the age which

flattered itself with the notion that it had found the key to what really
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is."73 Such positivism is not characteristic of svery epoch - the
present, forreXenple, In fact, the idea that nothing is absolutely

real or unreal, and that reality can be predicated of something only

with reference to a criterion which is spscifically steted in advance,

"exprees an 1dea whlch, though not neovel, is pecullarly characteristic

of twentieth century thought. Thus, today,.the claims of both philoso-
phers and 301entlsts are modest, and it is generally- recognized that
. - y‘);
philosophy has diven up pretensions to what was thought of as its
first function - providing knowledge of reality. Consider Suzanne
Langsr's statement:74
Thers is, in fact, ne such thing as 'the' form of the
'real' world; physics is one pattern which may be found
in it, and 'appearance', or the pattern of 'things! with
their qualities and characters, is another. One"
construction may indeed preclude the other; but to malntaln
that the consistency and universality of the one brands the
~other as 'false' is a mistake.

In a 81m11ar way, already by the turn of ths century scientlsts
werse realizing that their theories do not tell us what reallty 1s, but
only how we must conceive it if we wish to perform certain operations.
In Henri Poincare's words, ". . . our idea of space“‘is[nething but
". . « a convenient convention."75

The artist does not escape the uncertainty to mnich;philoeophers
and 'scientists are subject. UWhen Karsten Harries says, ". . . meaning
must be taken as constitutive of reality. . . w0 this is true for the

artist whetherror not he is conscious of the fact. Even,to speak of

reality in art .presupposes something in which ths artist is interested,
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Thus, when an ertisf proclaims himself to be a "realist" he understands
by "reality"” semethipg which cannot be divorced from tﬁe project in
which he is enéaged; and ehen, fascinated by certaielaepecte of
reality, he uses the selective filter of Hie fascination for the
assthetic orderiné of'his chosen materials, he still only gets to know
one thing at the price of losing another.77 Harcld Osborne's definitions
of realiem787afford a glimpse of this difficulty. Une.eftist, for
example, who carefully portrays landscapes and considers himself to be
a realist miehtgbe charged by another wiéh refusing to face uprto the
reality of urban industrialization, though tﬁe former ceqld retort
that realism teepered by social commitment does not deeerve its naﬁe.79

The divereeht claims to eepresent realily,of the social realist and
the painter of common objects, or even ths pretensioes,ef the cubist
who claims to represent the more tlme-endurlng aspects of obJects, do not,
however, exhaust the guestion of the dependence of art on concepts of .
reality. There ;s an anti-naturalistic tradltlon of arﬁ ‘which pretends
to represent a metaphysical reality., The history of art may, in fact, be
viewed in terme_OF the fluctuation of styles which lden%ify reality with
the physical world and styles which identify reality with something
intangible. A parallel to this may be found in phlloeophy in the

alternation of "reallsm“ and "idealism". 80
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. CHAPTER 5 ‘
A HISTORY OF THE INTERDEPENDENCE BETWEEN ART AND CUNCEPTS OF REALITY
‘ ‘ |
The tradiﬁionlof anti~naturalistic art which pretenas to répresénﬁ
a metaphysicai,reality may be traced at least as far béck as Plato who
rejected naturalistic art on the princible that it takeg‘away from the
true reality qfiéssences. He did not value art highly ﬁecause he belisved
that artists wéreﬂcontent to represent the data of’ sense which were them=-
selves a distorted image of reality. The belief that an:artist may not
only obtain an intuitive vision of the ultimate reality which exists
beyond the empiridal world of sense perception but may élso imitats this
reality in his,ért, was first formulated by the semi—myéﬁical Neo-
Platonist Plotinus, who turned-aside from the spectacle ﬁf ruin and
misery in the actual world, to contemplate an eternairmdrld of goodness:
énd beauty.Bl
| Christian theologians of the Middle Ages embodied m;ch of the
philosophy of éldtinus, but what in Platonism was the eternal world
of ideas, the’ggal:world as épposed to that of illqspry‘appearahca,
became in Christiénity the Kingdom of Heaven, to be'enjéyed after
death. Painfers of the period, the masters of thé Egbert Codex (ca. 980)
or the Bamberg book of Pericopes (ca. 1010);82 did nof‘find nature worth
representing ana:éctuaily made'every attempt to eliminate that which
might represént ﬁﬁé individual and concrete. All suggéstions of

corporeality Qereicarefully avoided, Human forms became geometric
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abstractions, and a gold background was Uéed to remove portrayed
events from fhe temporal. The artist tpied td represent“a disémbédied
immaterial reality.83 In fact, during this period of cveremphasis on
the spiritual‘aﬁd‘implicit rejection of the sensuous, fﬁé sﬁppressed
deménds.of the physical world, the "raaliéy" depicted By later natural-
istic artists, reasserted themselves as the demonic. An example of |
this is the Romanesquse presentatioﬁ of'Christ.in the Tympanum over the
main doorway at Autun, where he is depicted as the jﬁdge of the
qucalypse who divides the damned from the elect.84 l

The medisval schema according to which this world is a pale shadow
of the hereafter collapsed with the growth 0% subjectiﬁity énd pith
acceptance ofrfhe belief tﬁat the visibls could not be used to ihitate_
the divine.85 Thus during the<Renaiss§nce, belief gfew thaﬁ the‘gttémpt~
to use language and pictures to describe the world kﬁawﬁ‘by man to find
an sxpression for the being of God must fail. Consequently the sensuous,
no longer hallowed by its analogical relationship tq’thé divine, |
threatened tb;become the merely worldly. Increasing iﬁtersst in being
true to nature was a result of this ﬁew humanisﬁ. Ingérest in corporeality
and the disappearance of gold backgrounds were expressions of this retufn
to natufalism. The unity of time and spabe which came £0 be expected of
art also had;iés foundation in the Renaissance demand:that the work of
art bs desigﬁed with resﬁect to_g particular point Ef view, persﬁectiﬁe
transforming the world in such a way thét it had iﬁé‘center in the
spectator.86

Cartesian rationalism was a comparatively complacent and optimistic



27
philosophy which followed the first era of insecurity énd excitement
after the asserﬁion of an anthropocentric universe and the breakdown of
the doctrine of analogy.B7 But the optimism which made man center of the
world in the seventeenth century gave way to a more intense subjectivism
in the ninsteenth century which led him to recognize that as the measurs
of this world he transcends it.88 The passion for undefstanding and the
desire for rational appropriation, the "realistic" sense of reality
which lured nineteenth century minds toward the rationa; conquest of
the human world, of which the elimax of natdralism anq realism in art
were an expression, led eventually to a-Feeling of absolute meaningless.
The intransigeance of reality, its resistance to rational penetration and
translation into the language of art in addition to the impossibility of
escaping the subjective element led to a feeling of frustration and
ennui. Reality meaning the physical was sesn to become an obstacle to
ultimate rational and aesthetic triumph.89

Renewed attempts to break the rule of the finite and discover a
transcendent reality wers reflected in the emerging. interest in the
sublime in both neoclassical and romantic painting.gD bavid's
opposition of a aiffuse, dark background to the clearly defined group
of the dead in "Andromache Grieving over the Dead Hector", a romantic
painter such as Caspar David Friedrich's use of contrast between a
definite foraéround and a diffuse background, and Turneris;use pf
dynamit eleménts.to defeat the static iﬁ paintings‘égch'as "the Burning
of the Houses of Parliament" and "Steamer in a Snowstorm" éll create

symbols of man's loneliness and helplessness before the incomprehensibls
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. 91
power which surrounds him.
The Romantic desire to return to the;;nfinita had inlcommoh with
Christianity the Belief that man's home is in the sube:sensible. But
with the destruction of the bridge between the infiniterand the finite, -

which was provided by medieval analogy, the promantic became the

infinite which might either be identified with God or with sil!.'emcea.g2

_The ambition for the human mind to dominate the real world to the point -

of usurping ité-place expressed itself in Schopenhauer'chlaim that
artistic creation is clossr to reality than is the world when it appears
to the uninitiated human mind. 93 This phllosophy was reallsed in the
sgverence of‘extarnal connections and attempt to support themsslvss

by internal force alcne by art movements of the latsr ninsteenth

_century.

Karsten Harries suggests that the querﬁ‘artist differs from the
romantic in that he does not believe in a transcendeﬁt réality sven in
an indefinite sense.g4 But it is evident that in spite of their
revolutionary achievements most significant artists of the twentieth
century have also supported metaphysical concepts of reality, variations
on the idealist position, in keeping with their romanﬁic forbears. John
Hospers quotes‘mbﬁdrian:gs

Particularities of form and natural color evoke
subjective states of feeling, which obscure 'pure
reality', . . Time and subJectlve ‘vision veil the’
trus reallty. o o

The same sentlment is expressed by Clive Bell:
. . o call it by what name you will, the thing.I am
talking about is that which liss behind the appearancs
of all ‘things--that which gives to all things their

individual significance, the thing in 1tself, the
ultimate reality.96
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CHAPTER 6

CONCEPTS OF REALITY IN NEW REALISWM

Very relevanf‘to new realism is John Hosper's aﬁaiysié of the
various ways in which the terms "real" and "reality" may be predicated
of works of art.97 In the previous two chapters "realism" was under-
stood to indicate a style in art which represénts some "reality" other
than itself. Hospers recognizes that this sense of Fréal" meaning
"true to life" is of especial relevance to art. He explains that
to say a work of art is "real" in this sense is to say’that it
reveals essences which are communicable to us and verifiable in our
subsequent experience. Thus to ascribe "reality" to a Cezanne canvas
is to say thét one can also see what Cezanne saw. ‘He also describes
two ways in which "reality" may be predicated of a work of art
without‘reference to anything objective and observabls.

In the first way "reality" may mean vividness or intensity.
According to such a usage, anything experienced very yividly appears
very "real", Most works of art, for example, are "realﬁ for those
who enjoy them. This sense of "real" must not be confused with some-
thing objsctive and observable since it is perfectly“compatible with
the seeing of an illusion, which is unreal in anotherrsense of "rsal'.
Thus the statement that the experience of Cezanne is'a ﬁreal" experience
may mean that it gives us "a vivid sense‘of reality"™ rather than "an

illusion of réality" in the sense of something objective;
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In the second way "reality" may also be predicated of certain facfs
or sensory presentations if they are sufficiently comprehensive or
important. | |

But whether "peality" signifies vividness and intensity, or )
importance and comprehensiveness, these QSes are ho@orif;c termé whibh
communicate tokathers how deeply one is impressed fatﬁef than attesting
to the recognition of a reference in a work of art to?SomethinQ in‘the
visible world;Q? | |

| An inveétigation of new realism reVéals that alfhough the nsw
realist painters may wish to reflect a "reality" in‘their work, this
"rpality" may not be identical with the "reality" meahing "true to iifé"
which was the.subject-matter of traditional realism.

There are some painters who seem to be interested:in presenting
their personéi vision of the appearance of £hingsﬂas Ehey are, Richard
Estes, Philip Pegrstein and Ralph Goings‘for exampla.gg. But - even
these artistéfémploy devices influsnced by abst;act art, whipﬁ'inhibit
maximum ;llus;bn. Estes adds morse glaés‘andjpolished réfiecfivé
surfaces to thé slides he is working from; The preci$ion with which
Goings paintsrvaries from one part of the canvas to anafﬁer.lﬂu EQen
Pearlstein, whose paintings are closest to the tradit@ﬁnal, academic
life-study, crops the heads of his.subjects and denies that he is
interested in'anything but a way of seeing.]TUl If confusion of the
representation with the thing represented is a critérion of realism then
new realism does not conform. The artists almost withoug axception

claim they afe_mainly interested in the pictoria;'p:obiems‘involved‘.lo2
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It is true that there is a reference to the city, industry,
science and the cohmunications media, even to traditional studio themes
- studio interiors, single figures, portraits, the classical nude and
landscapes witH and without f%gures in new realist painting. There is

103 gut although

even a return to the old theme of pictures of pictures.
the artists know that, in one sense, the absent entity upon which the
image is dependeht, is the reél, original item, they also know that,
in another sense, the experisence of a scene or objeét known or presumed
to exist apart from the image in a painting is a complex recognition.l04
Thus when Tracy Atkinson states that: "The last 'innoccents' of the C,19
were the Realists. . ." who, ". . . inherited the pantheistic C,18
belief that truth lay out there in naturs. . ." she is testifying to the
modern artist's awareness of levels of reality.105
Such an aQareness is made explicit in the work of the artists
Malcolm Morley and John Clem Clarke. Morley's use of a white stripe
to differentiate”ﬁhe representation from the picture makes the picfure
exist as a representation totally different from its context. Clgrke's
employment of elaborate and unorthodox techniques which involve drawing
blown-up images, stenciling and spraying, also bring the viewser
information and an experience highly differentiated from the ones which
originated the iﬁage.106 Sharp, "ho;lywoodian" coloUré.in Richard
McLean's picturés‘of Jjockeys on horsesback create similar estrangement
as do modernist deyices such as flattening tﬁe surface and paralleling
the f‘oreground.l07

In various ways, thersfors, new realist painters reveal their
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awareness that all representations ares based on a schema. * which the
artist has learned to use. Carter Ratcliffe sums up the position of
the revisionists when he states that Alfred Leslie's work, ". . .
dossn't expand the figurative tradition, it depicts the difficulties,"'CS
Gerrit Henry proposes that Photo Realism is probably not tealism at all,
but a plastic offshoot of contemporary conceptual .art:

In the work of current Photo Realists, reality is made
to look so overpoweringly real as to make it an illusion;
by the basically magical means of point-for-point
precisionist rendering, the actual is portrayed as heing
so real that it doesn't exist. What does exist, entirely
off the canvas (it couldn't exist so powerfully otherwise,
is the mind, which conceived of the painting of a photograph
of reality in all its intrinsic impossibility;lUg
Here, perhaps, lies the distinction between revisionist painters
such as Philip Pearstein and Gabriel Laderman, and Photo-Realists such
as Morley, Mclean and Clarke. Whereas the former believe that a
dialogue with nature is possible, even if the subjective nature of the
perceptive process must inevitably intervene in the apprehension of
reality, the Photo-Realists by depicting photographs rather than the
subjects which those photographs represent, are commenting upon the
utter futility of figurative painting. VYet in another way the Photo
Realists, by their meticulous renderings of photographs of banal
subject matter, are indeed revealing the reality of objects by
liberating both the photograph and its subject from their normal context.
In fact, the photo realists and revisionists alike have not

abandoned the lesson of modern art that the only "reélity" which can

be certainly pfedicated of works of art is that of vividness or intensity
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and importance, and. comprehensiveness. Sixty ygars later, they are
reaffirming the cubist discovery that the "reality" of a painting
resides in the physical substance or matter of which it is composed;
that the form of the representation fixed on the canvas is what is real.llo'

It has been.recognized that in their heightened consciousness of

the non-referential reality of the art object the new realists share

" an attitude wifh contemporary artists working in a non-figurative idiom.

The term that has been used to describe what Hospers called Viyidnass:ot
intensity is "pfesence". Linda Nochlin has noted an almost unanimous
concern for presence in the new reélist'é assértiohs ab;ut their work;
She suggests arconnection on this account betwesn new reélism and minimal
art, although in the one the concern is:with the traﬁéfer of a real
presence into art and in the other the pfeéence is nnﬁ-réferential and
confined to thg work of art itself as a compelling objéc£.l%l Concerﬁ
for presence explains some of the formal properties of new realism such
as large scale and scrupulous realization,
Dave Hickey's question nicely expressss the ambiguity of
conflicting concepts of reality in new realism: |
| Is the painting an occasion to celebrate the subject ?

Or is the subject an occasion to make the painting ? Or

are both painting and subject occasion to demonstrate a

seductive technique: or finally, are painting, subject and

technique occasion for some kind of statement or demonstration

A . im o ,
of thglr interrelationship "112 B
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CONCLUSION

Study of a particular style cannot be isolated from the world of

which it is a part. Many variables are active in the.evolution of art

" movements. Art is responsive in some degree to the total environment

and all sensory input. Only the relative importance éf the elements
which constitute the background to particular art movements remains
undetermined. It is uncertain, for example, whether the inflUénce of
the media, technology or political Qvents is greater than that of other
art in the formation of particular movements. An unpfecedentedrturn of.
events in the art.world is more easily explained if art is an insular,
self-genserating phenomenon than if it is responsive to éocial or
intellsctual currsnts, |

Aside from its aesthetic worth the vé%y‘existence of new fealism,
warrants a re—examinatioﬁ of phiiosophibal assumptions that have been
made about twentieth century art. New realist painting is incompatible
wifﬁ the suppbsition, made popular during the past one hundred years by
such notable critics as Clive Bell, Ortega Y Gasset and ﬁore recéntly
by Susan Sontag, that art as a technique for depicting and commenting
upon secular reality has becoms obsolescent.ll3 The‘elemenﬁ that makes
new realism unique in the mainstream of apt of the past cenfury, is the
representation in it of the external appearance of things in an
illusionisfic manner. (Outside of the mgiﬁstream realism has liﬁgered

in academies and among portrait and Sunday painters and retained its
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popularity with the public).

The revival of realism in the stylé new realism would appear to
warrant two contradictory conclusions. Firstly that the apparentr
deviation of new realism from the tradition of modern art and
reversion to the oijEtives of earlier realistic paihting is illusory,
and, upon closér.investigation new realism proves to be another
expression of the modern tradition. SeCohdly, that new realism
deviates from the tradition of modern art and represents a reversion
to the objectives of earlier realistic painting, in which case a nsw
look at modernism and the suppositions which are itslfoundation,
espesclally the supposition that realism is incompatiﬁie with ths
modern sensibility, should be reconsidered. In fact, despite their
appearance of being mutually exclusive, because new realism is not an
homogeneous'phenomenon, the trufh is partly contained in both these
propositions. Certain assumptions both about new realism:should be
revised., The remainder of this chapter will be devdtgd to an
examination of these two conclusions.

The first conclusion that new realism is the exprassion of the
modern tradition could be substantiated in two ways. According to
the first, new-realism is within the modernist tfadition; According
to the second, new realism, along with other contemporary movements,
is part of a reaction against modernism. 1In either cgée thesse
alternatives can‘only be comprehended in the contektfuf,contemporapy_
art movements aﬁd their relation to preceding art. | ‘ |

To commence with the proposition that new realism‘ié within

 the tradition of modernism. 1In chapter two some of the features

v

of art since 18801were described. It was assumed for simplicity's

sake that these comprise a complete picture of moderﬁ art., Out-
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standing ameng these features were "ths renunciation of an illusion of

reality," "the avoidance of living forms," "dehumanization" and

- "hostility to the past". This art which, albeit the mainstream,

excludes the continuing figurative tradition has bscome knouwn as
modernism. Emphasis upon the attitudes just mentioned and the statsd
objective "to replace the world with an adequate environment for- freedom"
would easily lead to the conclusion that new realism represents a
complete about-face were it not for one other attitude integral to
modernism - "the search for novelty." UWriters as notable as Schopenhauer
and Schlegel anticipated that a movement which presupposes constant
expérimentalism and the indefinite attainment of originality‘is bound
to be confronted by an impasse or critical point that it can meet
successfully only by centriving means that are not romantic,

The ssarch for novelty rslates to néw realism in so far as it
raises the possibility that this movement is a manifestation of the
dying stages of neo-romanticism or modernism. Such a theory could be
supported by Randall Jarrell's descriptioniof how, until.nsw means are
found, romanticism operates by repeating its last modernist successes
or by reverting to its earlier stages, or of how, its momentum ended,

romanticism becomes a relatively eclectic system akin to neo-classicism.

Harold Rosenberg's proposition that the repetitiué work which is abundant

today is characteristic of a period without a movement or invested with
a dying one also lendé support to this proposition. As an illustration
of the revivalist nature of current art he points to the appendaging of

the prefixes "new", "neo" and "abstract" to movements such as Realism,

114



3

Al Eu I Em an

- m i By am

.37
Dada and Expressionism, and to the fact that the formal repertory of
art was fairly complete by 1914.1%5' |

The second'proposition re;ating to the conclusion-tﬁat new realism
is an expression of the modern tradition is that modernism does not
sncompass recent developments iﬁ post-war America and that new realism;)
along with otﬁer contemporary movements, is part of‘a“néw, post-modgfn
era. In his analysis of contemporary art, Harold Rosgnberg proposss that
the mood of anxiety whiph has characterizqd art frgmvﬁhe time of CBZanne
is no longer popular.116 .Frﬁm this viewpoin£ new realism and other
contemporary movements - op, pop, and kinetic art, as well as hard-edgs
abstraction - share many attitudes and stylistic featgres which are a
reaction to apsfract expressionism in particular but to modernism in
gensral, enfbpcing the notion that the fifties represent a turning
point in art history.

Several factors,,according to Rosenberg, aocount'for the
dissolution of the feel@ng of crisis which pervadéd mgdérnism; central
to which was‘an image of the suffefing of aiiehatéd éftist, a receptacle
for universai Angst. He cites the dissipatioﬁ of thé bitterness of ther
post-war years, the lasting American prbéperity, thq‘nem status of art
as a professioﬁél career, and the recruitment of a vanéuard audience

as factors which caused a transformation of the artist{s values.l17

To these might be added the traditional vanguard motivation of the need

to create something novel -~ in this case the need to find an alternative
to absolute minimalism (as in the paintings of Ad Reinhardt for exémple).
"In this context the characteristics of recent art: cool profession-

alism and thin inexpressive pigment, the repudiation of én intellectual
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role for the artist, a formal aestheticismlof precision, objectivity
and technical-progre;s, the bringing back of art to the common man
through painting thercommonly known and appealing, the alternation from
an introverted to an extraverted -art, thé reversion from the romantic'g
studio to the workshop of the artisan equiﬁped to capry;out projects
with efficiency and skill, and the acceptance of conventional aesthetic
values,l18 may be interpreted as uniting new realism with other movements
to form ", . . a reaction against the cpnception of qrt as a passionate
affirmation of mysteries without a key."llg

The above analysis establishes thé énobability of the first concluéion
- that new realism may bé part‘of the modern tradition in more than oné
way either as part of modernism or as a reaction agalnst it. o

The second conclusion was that new realism dev1ates from the
tradition of modern art and reverts to the objectives of earlier
realistic painting. Related to this proposition was tﬁs issue of
whether it is feasible in the twentieth century to depict the same reality
as that which was represented by nineteenth century arﬁists. Thé

validity of this conclusion differs.for the new realist painters according

to the objectives by which they are motivated. With some exceptions the

depiction of reality meaning the physical appearance of the external
world is not an objective of theﬂpost-popzﬁainters.i It is an oEjective
of the revisioaists. | |

The key to post-pop painting may be in Rosenberg;s‘premise that
consciousness of history - art-historical reference-— is the "only"

content in a mddern painting or sculpture.l20 In this light both pop
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and post~pop exist-as "demoﬁstration models in an unspoken lecture on 7
the Histﬁry of illusidnism" since, throﬁgh the inhiﬁitidn of maximum
illusion, their purpose is to dispel illusion. ‘By'd;aming attention
to the unreality'of the illusory aspect of the painting the reality of
the painting as an object is reasserted. Post-pop painting is also a
comment upon the extent to which the visible world hés heen‘ddplicatedr
and anticipated by artifice. Thus new realism conforms to the belief,
almost universal among twentieth century artists, that a work of art
ought to be a tﬁing added to ths world af things ratﬁgr than a yefiection
of things thét already exist.l21 - |

Another argument against the prapositiqn that raaiism and figuratiQe
aft are necessarily the expression of an oﬁtiﬁiétic attitude tqwards
life, is that the impassive reflection of the absdrdities which have:
become the accepted realities of daily llfe which is deplcted in pop
art and new reallsm is a non-subjsctive way of reactlng to crisis.
Rosenberg sees the wooden-faced mimicry of senseless items as an art
of impenetrabie farce, farce being the final form of.action in a
situation which has become untenable. According to this theory the
crisis content 6f contemporary work is being camouflaged in critical,
hdm-to-do-it intebpretations which amalgamatg a new s}abstick art
with an earlier aesthetic of found :Lmages.lz2

The qualltles of 1mpersonallty and irony which characterlze new
realism align it not only with other contemporary movsments but a;sq‘g

- with the traditioh of modernism as described by Uftega Y Gasset.

Also in post-pop painting is the conviction that art is of no great ;
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conssequencs, ' confirming Rosenberg's hypothesis,thatrACfibn Bainting

was the last moment in art on the plane of dramatic and intellectual,
seriousnegs. (The prevalence of the latter attitudes indicates the
' 123 h

The sams cannot be said for revisioniét painting. Although it
is also a feéponse to the need for an art mode to replace abstract
exprecsionism - é conservative response to the search for novelty - it
does share the ironical attitude towards reality and does revert to the

earlier aims of painting. It is a reaffirmation of the value of refer-

‘ence to the visible world in art generally and of the'western tradition -

of illusionism in particular. Such a reversal has bsen made possible

. by ths rapldlty of the revival of past styles and the exhaustion of

their p0831b111tles. Artists have at last reached back beyond the
modern tradition. Despite the artistic svents which“have enabled it

to ocecur, however, including the advent of pop art, ths return to

figuration casts doubt upon the modernist supposition that illusienistic,

representatioﬁal art isfincompatible with an age which has witnessed
the death of God, the disintegration of traditional values and the rise

of modern subjectivism, nor doss it lend support to the hypothesis that

~art's function is no longer to describe the world but to modify our

' conébiousnsss.lz4 In any event it might be argued that this has always

been one ubJective of good artlsts.
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