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WITH SOME NOTES ON CONTEMPORARY
REPRESENTATIONAL PAINTING

EENT ORTH MOFFETT

There is a picture by Thomas Cole painted in 1840 that shows the
gny ligure of an an hiteet perched high upon a huge column:
belore him 15 & Vst |3‘”1“"“”" of architectural possibilities, Egvp-
fran I“?""”“"l\‘ Greek and Roman temples, Gothic, |{|-|1|.|.r1|-~.1|.|||'.
anl Barogue SErUCiures arc all spread out for his consideration.
Entitled [ he Architect’s Dveam, the picture is the most perfect
conceivable 1mage ol 1_|1ill phenomenon we call historicism, The
ariist [.Ilh:"-i ]nnh_fll entirely free to q_hn.m- Irom the past any sivle
that will SCTVE ham. But the price of this freedom is Uhe L e
received |_'¢'i.1l:=fﬂl_ tes the past .Lnd_:._r its continuity and meanings.
The architect is isolated '.”“l equidistant from all of the idioms of
the past: .ln' is equally free o choose any o them. since he s
:'qu-l”‘: '_"l“'"""""! Irom ':l“"“l-'”: e eriterion e must rely Lo
in choasing one or the other is cither personal or abstract— either
his own .P'"m”'“ ILIIIH'.“:\‘ and preferences or an abstract sense ol
appropratcness ‘m.ll.“mln“."' Hence his relation to tradition is
jtsell unhistorn al; it s not given Lo him by his time, his teachers,
his patrons, o the previous generation. [e s rather the result of a
chotce based on .|'||~ Wil \l'tlu_lhﬂilj. and personal preference, He
may eelect Classical or Gothic, but his choice has no authority
outsice |l_1'n_i\r]!' :m_:! Promiscs no development for others, The
quality ol his art will depend at least in part on the rightness of his
choice, on the way the past style will permit him to realize
himsell; and in the end the artist’s relation to the past is purely
aesthetic, and Cole quite properly depicts the architect in a pose
ol ¢ “1|,|;-n1'|:i.'l|l:in1\.

IIILK!-'N}. the '|5-Ii-llll'r who wishes o work I'l:'l:-!l|'-.|'|:|I,.|11||||,_|,|'|'L
must acutely feel the poignancy of this situation. He is given no
_El.lii e i 1‘-n:|.:l|'||i‘-'|l'il1k': a relation cither to reality or to the prasi.
He is given no style in the sense of an awthoritative and cobierent
Way ol working that is received and that then asks to be recreated.
Style in this sense 15 available only to the absiract artst, Para-
doxically it has trned out that, in the modern peried, the only
way Lo sustain a living continuity and conncetion with the tradi-
tion of representational art is w undo or disassemble i Oan
democratic and pluralistic soctety provides the artist with no
positive collective values, and the free, open market means that
the painter is given no tasks, no problems ol cither content o
form. The most obvious arvea lelt where common problems™ can
arise, "'|1I'U'|:I!i'll1!i" or tasks with which the artist can choose to
engage and which can stimulate and challenge his imagination,
eeems that of the abstract, formal values, Since all art is the result
of compromise, emphasis, and subordination, any given pis torial
solution, il concentrated upon and made an “issue” of, can evoke
a new problem and hence further development, The impetus 1o
further ]:;,Lh ing becomes, to a far greater extent than formerly,
“problems” internal to painting itsell. ‘This approach, the so-
called modernist one, has resulted in inercasing abstractness and
finally in total non-objectivity. Nature was lirst chosen primarily
because it adapted itsell tw style, to a formal impulse [ Monet's
Lily Pads or Matisse’s interiors): it became with Cubism an
ideograph, a mere sign, a mere graphic notation, sometimes (w ith
Klee and Mird), a pretext or a poctic afterthought like the title.
In recent vears this concentration on purely pictorial problems
has become even more intense and sclf-conscious; relerence to the
real world has been abolished altogether, even something to he
consciously avoided. The visual coordinates of a picture’s literal
self—Natness and the enclosing shape—become the sole determi-
nants of drawing (as was already the case with Mondrian), and
the emphasis on the expressive presentation ol |1|_;|::-r|;_|:|:~ pre-
cludes depiction of any sort—even ol abstract “lorms . Linc
becomes the result of dripping paint or the final boundary of a
spreading stain and not the contour ol anything l]1.:lll could be
construed as preexistent. Finally color became the primary ex-
Pn-ggiw agent, further subordinating drawing and Sl!:f[l‘!.‘, which,
in turn, have found their place in abstract sculpture, I'his process
has challenged painters to new and startlingly inventive “solu-
tions” and to a level of quality that, whether or not equal to th‘a.t
of the greatest art of the past, is the very highest we posses. Yet
however exalted the achievements of modernism, however fruit-
ful, it cannot be denied that this unraveling process iz at the same
time a narrowing and hermetic one; racdical and critical rather
than synthetic in its relation to the past.

;Z.,, a result the representational painter finds himself not
only without style and alicnated from his own tradition but also
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excluded from the only modern tradition that scems to ha
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dismantling it in avor of either

a purely olye tive or purely rsonal, subjes LVe Aprros h to
nature. 11 souzht stvlelessness for the sake ol immediacy, Thones-
" andd |ll'|---r|.|| dhireciness or, what 15 the same ‘-|=i||-'-;- s a way
ol cscaping that “disassociation ol \1'II~i|li.\ii|:\-l. that sell-con-
setonsness which the modern period imposes on us all. And when,
partly as a result ol abstract art, this sell-consciousness increased,
sir Lhe urgency o commnt onesell totally to one or the other-—to
the object or to one's feeling about it abjectivity or subjectivi-
v has increasced also, In this century the situation has become
s exacerbated that the commitent isell becomes C!"Ili“t'“in'-:l}'
selfeconscious, This 1 take to be the reason for the thin, britile
character of virtually all representational painting after Fauvism

at least when compared cither Lo s counterpart in the past or
to the phenomenally flag yet acsthetically dense and [uall-hesclied
feeling of our best abstract painting. So, (oo, heing cut off trom
the continuity of its own tradition means that contemporary
representational painting has no common style and by its very
nature is diverse. (This alicnation and diversity are the direct
causes of the extremse u-u.':.u'i.mi*-rn SO COTMITION AIOng repr ciCnta-
tional painters, ane it is why so many of them want to see
themselves either as holding out for the true tracition or as begmn-
ning a new one). There are, however, discernable trends, tenden-
cies, As we have noted, these trends are exacerbated versions of
the same “styleless” ones which existed in the nincteenth eentu-
ry: an uncompromising, exact, almost photographic or frompfe-
Pl realism (Ingres, Meissonier, Gerdme, Eakins, Waldmiiller
and later verist surrcalists like Dali, Newsachlichbert artists like
Ouo Dix, woday’s photo realists, ete.) and a painterly naturalism
more or less expressionistic in emphasis—a bit of nature scen
through temperament (Corot, Constable, Manct, the Impres-
sionists, and later the Fauves, the Ash Can School, Soutine, etc.).
In either case—and the latter has heen more common than the
Ei::'_nm' there is an attempt o embrace the lack of style and
affirm it as a virtue; to assume a stance of stvlelessness as more
honest, or as tr;u.r"m];-_' more room for personal spontaneity. These
two approeachs vield the most consistently happy, albeit modest,
11'.-;u]l5. |':.!~'.'='|r'|1]‘.|!{'$ of the first h‘]'l(l("]’lt"__.‘ aboune 1'5[){'1.'i;g|.11.', bt not
surlu:!y, in the area of landscape painting, Fairfield Porter, Neil
Welliver are perhaps the two leading figures here. The more
modern looking of the two, Welliver is an especially interesting
case in the way he uses abrupt value contrasts and a deliberately
schematic palette to set off—van Gogh like—his fecling for com-
position, crisp patterns and his assured, graphic brushwork. Por-
ter's touch is less detailed and ornamental, rougher and larger.
He, too, often favors bright color, abrupt contrasts and pattern
elfects, but he combines these with soft brushiness and soft color,
Very fine, too, are the occasional landscapes of Lennart Ander-
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