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'l':tme has revealed two distinct tondone:les in tho history 

e:f thought and· art in Europe. That devel.opttiont in J£uro:peru"'l. 

eultu.re'whi:oh b0gan in Ancient Greooo is marksd by a poaitivo 

eonf'ideno€1 in tho relationship· of' man to his 'tlTOl:·•lcl" Parallel 

1<tith 11 bu.t in opposition to this development is a separate 

progression il1. culture 10 The -eontinui ty of art :i.n . Northern 

Europa appear$ to bo aasooi.atod t¥itll the adherence o£ Northern 

man to a:negative, fatalistic sense of' being --to a spirit 
t'lhich is in eonf'liot with a hosti1e 9 violent environment!:> 

Tho·purposo o£ this investigation .is to dotermins, 
through art $1 tho naturo of' this sense of baing in North om 
Europo§ · No di:l"ee·t do:finition tvould be capable of' conveying 

the full:est mo?Uling of' that spirit. l:t :ta a :feeling~> 

To understand tlrls morbid fatalism, it is tharof'oro 
_. . . . ' l ' . . . . . . 

necessary to x-afor to the pre-Christian.·roliaion .of' tho 
Germanic Barbarians~ through tvhich the Nol:"thorn apiri t mani­

f'ostod itself' in tho form of' ragnarak~~~ Ragnar8k• which can 

be translated a.a moaning obscurityil' ahadot>7s, t~qilightll ,;fato­

f'ul deat;lny 11 1-1as a tsm us<;~d by Nordic bard a in its broadest 

ae1tso to doser:tbe tho ond of' the 1V'01 .. 1d ·~ the inovi tob1o 

destrt:aetion of' l;ifo" 

Rngnar5lt also oneompa.aaas tho omorgonco of a renmiod 

state of' baing from tllo old, rosul. tita.g as a eonaoquonce oi: 

total d.oatruetl.on.,. T:bis implies that pllysieal d.oath is a 

transition from ·w·o:t"ldly existonce into a statli:l boyond world.,. 

l:inoas, and benooti' ;t>agno.rok can be ir1torpretod as a. Ineto.­

pborioal doser:i.pt:ton of apiri tuo.l revelation, t·thioh, lil~EJ 

physical death. also entails a tran.:si tio:tli> or a transeo:ndoneo 

boyond tforldli:noaa • Similarly, the a:ttaimnen t o:t apiri tual 

ralaaso ea~1 only bo brought about by a vahoment clonia.l or 

eumihilation of' 't'lfo:r-ldl.y essonea • This latter concept :forms 

the eontra.l thomo of' this investigation, 
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NorcH.e myth tells of: tho god Baldur~ son o:t Odin., no 

t<~as tho embodiment of light and goodness, loved by all 

except Loki, the malevolent jokor 11 't'lho symbolised all that 

is wretched and ignoble in mano 

Baldu:t"' becamo ovareoma by omens of dread i:hat his death 

1•1as immit!iont.. His mothor Frigg, portu:t.·•bod by thoso omons 11 

obtained a. gt.tal:'antoo :f1:-om all living thili.gs 11 11ith the a:xeop­

tion of' the mistlotoo 11 that none tvou1d harm her son.., 1'ha 

gods ll' cmn:f'idont of' Baldur's immunity t took to :playfully 

hurl:tng mlssilos at him to ·test his :i.nvulnerability* 

Lold., meant..rhi1e1> disguised as an old tvoman 11 obtained 

:from Frigg the soer0t o£ Baldur• s invine:tbility., Ho thor~ 

had an arrot·t .o:f mistlotoe :fashioned, and he p:resontod this 

to ·tho blind II8d (tho nie;ht)if persuading him to east it at 

his br.other~ Baldur~ Loki guided fi8d~s bo~r, S.."ld the ar:ro'\..r 

killed Dalclttr :instantly 1>C 

In deep so:t .. rO't;r~ the gods preparod a :funerary sh.:f.p~ and 

Odinv the :father of' ·tho gods 11 whispered mys•t:orious t\fords 

into hi.s deo.d so:u•s oarsc~~ 'nloreupon, :Baldur tV"na sent on 

his journey into tho lia.l.ls of' Hol1 11 ~-there it t-J'as ordained he 

was to remain until the end of.' the world, 'tV'hon he would bo 

reloas0d to enl:tghto:n a no111 un:tverao with his brightness and 

the wisdom of' Od:i.n., 

Tlu.ts~ troueherous lAlld, or hlllrnan f'ollyil' :f'orcod on all 

existence the inevitability of doom 11 f'or :it could only 'bs 

tbrougb cataclysmic d0st:r.uction that a r.to't-t o:nd pure 'tvorld, 

errriched by the goodness oi' lialdur, could cm1er•ge.-

Tho violo:nco and univorsa 1 it·: of' this :fa. to 't'las made 

clear by the a.ru::i.ent poerus of' tho f*idas,. Tho most f'eo.rf'ul 
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:forces 'tvhieh hi thorto had boon hold in cheek released their 

destructive energies on all things,. However, tho eon:flagra­

t:Lon f'ailod to consume the wood of' tho world a.sb troe, 

Yggdrasil.,.. Yggdrasi1 11 the hopo o:f man, hold in its trunk 

tho ancostors of' the future rac:o of' mon who wore to build 

a new· t-rorld on the tJ':s:~ocka.ee o:f the old. .. 

. ' 
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CUL'l'UHAL. INFLUgNCt:::.S IN EUROPE DURING THl'; DARK AG8S 
M'ii!RII~_,I!fJ..,..!M'l 'll~'!!OIMW'i>"'o;=·Qr-...-•"---lli~-.a....wl .. 1 .,..,,.., G &'- l'i'r !* -· i atr ~-"''~<~; . - 1*1:~-

During the Iro:n. Ago in Northern Etn.""opo, a looso 

soa:ttoring of culturally and l:i.ngu:i.stioo.lly linlced Germanic 

elons wore to be f'ot.md living in a nucleus around the Baltic 

and North Soas., Bot\<loon the second and f'if'th cm:tturi os 

occurred tho v61kertva.ndorung• 't-lhon these people exptmd.ed 

southt.;ro.rd tm>~ard tho Danube; and later, under pressure from 

the lh.1ns 11 ·v.rho were advancing :from the oaat ~ th0Ho Germ em ie 

people burst f'urther southward and easttiard :tnto tho crumbling 

Romu.n Empire~ Those uncouth invaders set up a succession of' 

short-l1.ved Barbarian kingdoms, but were on 't;be t-1ho le too weslt 

and disunited to introdueo any las·ting cultural lnf'luence~ and 

t-1ore thus absorbed i.nto the loeul eu.l tural idiom~ 

The Germanic peoples 1>~ore never milito..rily subdued by 

Imperial Romalt '~hich they ovcntua11y dostroyod:ll yot ironically 

the invaders themselves w·o:t"e ove·I"'ilhGlmed by cultural impulses 

omnnati:ng from Rome :i.n tho :form o:f C?1ristianity" The invnd:tng 

tribes '"'ho settled in tho stricken Empire 1ooltod to their 

vanquished f'or sp:lr~.tu~al 1eudorship 11 and so beearr10 cn~lf'sd by 

a Christianity 'N'hieh t'(a.s essentially latin :l.n :form<~> 

Such tvas not tho ease in Britain, "\thoro the inf'luonco of" 

Rome v.ras abruptly savored by tho violent appearnneo of' 

Angles, Saxons and Jutes f'rom Northo:t"'1'3. Gor~:Jany w!1o ousted or 

absoz•bed the indie_~enous Celts, implanted thoir longuago in 

Englarl.d:ll' a:n.d slotdy established a cul turo thGre 't.rhich was 

Northern.., Tho advent of' Christianity a.'7long tho F..ngl:ish did 

not herald a ncn:v cultural orientation totvards Romefl as tvaa 

tho ease in France, since Christianity came to England from 

Celtic :Ireland, t'lhich 11 though deeply involved in the :r:ww 

:faith, devglopod in spite of' Rome,. 

11:1 th the advent of' Franldsh hegomol'ly in !fostorn !iiu.ropo 11 

ono wi'tnessos a caleulo..tod o:f'f'ort on tho part of' tllis Gormanic 
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peoplo to ro-o:rgru1iso a :.no'tv Empire styled on a Latin basis ll 

In an apparent abhorronee of• the chaos and ba:rbarism 'tV"hieh 

was ·the outcome of' the collapse of' Roman order, tho Franks 

found thomselvos compollod to tur.n tcn,.,ards the Church in Rome; 

the result boir.tg that thoy 11 and pa:r•tieularly among them 

Churlemaeno~ forced a La.tinising inf'lueneo to hold st·J'a.:y among 

the people of their conquered lands., This, coupled <td tl1 the 

fact that tho tr;Yrri tol."'Y of' tho Franks l1a.d proviously boon a 

Roman px•ovincal) had f'ar-rcmohing cul tu:t"a.l eo:nsoquo:nces. :rt 
mem1t that Frru'lee, pa:rticularly in the north.t> \vas to become 

a mol t.:i.:ng-pot f'o:r tho cul turos of' North and SouthJ so that 

the Northern api:r•i. t P though tl.pparent thoro, tY"as seldom con­

sistent, 

So the G-orrnan:i.e pooplo who :inherited tho Empire, eon­

frontad as they woro by Christinn:i ty1 '!:vera f'orcod to a<lopt a. 

eu1 turo.l la.nt.~tago tll'hich 't..ras alien to thei.r o,;m, f'or tho native 

heri tago of' the Cbristia.nisod furba.:t."ia.n was not yot prepared 

to assimilate Chx•istian.:i.ty 11 a.'?ld thus a Christianity which was 

compatible 'l;.;rith Northern eulturo 'tl1'ns not to como about until 

tho omorgonco o:f the Gothic orat; 

The I..atinisi:ng i:nf'lttonoo t'l1hieb assorted i tsol:f' througll 

the Romt~l1 Church during tho Dark Ages roached :f'ar into tho 

Germanic "'orldt so thu"'c; f'ev cscapod its of'f'oct. Those who 

did retained a11d developed a culture l.Jhich tvas their o,;m~ so 

tlta.t ,,,'hilst thoir brethren else-where in Europe experion.ccd an 

i:rwoneistoncy bottV"oan ·their <:nm spiritual and artistic buck­

ground and that of' an alien cu.ltureu tho indigenous art of 

6 

the Northern people? in pa.rticular that of the V:ikings, thr:i.vod 

and developed with vitality .. 
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Ba:foro the advent o:f Christianity among them~ the Ger ... 

manio Dor'barians o::r Roman times 11 and later the Vikings; 

th<:rugb. seattorod over a t11'ido aroa. into separate wal."':t"'ing 

tri·bas and clans~ shurod tho same ha:rsb envi.;t"oll!nont and a 

similar language~ religion and cul tu:r•c;t,, Un.de:t"lying their 

regional or tribal dif'forancos tras a strong,. unit;lng ctllnie 

t"orce which ttns consistent enough to cause unmi.st~ably 

eimilru;- eha:t"actoristics to appear in the art of' w:i.dely 

scattered a:rens,. Tho principal art f'orm of' tho pagan G·or­

manic pooplos t'llas ornament If and the character of' that orna­

mental art sur'i.d.vod tho coming o:f Christiro1.ityt becoming 

i.tworpo:t""o.ted, though somaw·hat inco:ngruous1y'.l into the artis­

tic f'orrna of' tho :not•r cultural idiom. 

Tho disturbing~ :L"'estloss qual::i. ty of' Northo:r:n art~ 'tfhich. 

came to torms 'tll'ith Cbristinnity during the ~1iddlo .Ages~ was 

alroady st:t."ongly evident ii'l the art o:f tho Barbarians • Tho 

t:H:>nwon tn"'ticle; such as tho buckle or e:nll'ord hilt, ornately 

patterned 9 assumed a signi:fieanco beyond its u.tilitariott 

value 4! J:t becamo an ob,ject of art through tvhieh man attai.n.od 

a higher sta·te o£ being... Curves, zigza~.a and spirals intor­

"t-roavo :tn a violent struggle of wlld and rostloss abstx·not J.ino -

sometimes obstructed or eut short, at other times tuvning in 

on itself' &I At all poi.l:1ts there ia an inoreaai11g anxiety to mcrve l> 

and the multiplicity of l:ina, increasing momentum~.~ escalates 
to a piteh of intensity;, Alt·m.ya denyil'lg placation of tho 

senses, al.t·rays deluding :natural progression tow·ards a natural 

eonclusiont~ tho ax•tist ro:f'usos tho eomf'ortablo satis:factiol:l oi" 

rm organic, natural f'lm.,r which is in sympa.thy t..r:lth the scnsos~ 

The abstract !ina, :i.n its qu.ost f'or :roloasall' slashos 

acl. ... oss tho so:nsos and l:i.borates tho being f'rom 'tll'orldly 
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sensation by oxci ting ~l ts enorgy ~d. tension to a point o£ 

:U1.tol{ica:tion~ Tht1s 11 through tho continuous generation of' 

a force to"tvurds confusion and chaos, and by .an almost maso .... 

chistio liquidation of' natural sonsation and contin:uity9 the 

baing :i.s transported into a state> o:f' non-being .. 

Northern man is don:iod spiritual and artistic :t~ulf':tl­

mant through an acceptance of natural values whereby his 

art would oxprosa man us having ar·rivod at a 1-tholosomo 11 

bala:noad equilibrium "\·lith his onvi:t"'onmc:nt"' Tho mind oxista 

in a ato.to of constant tension 11ith nature,. A climax of 

artistic activity :r•ising out of Qn accoptanoe o.f' nature in 

a 'totorlcl 'Which is host:i.le t1ould be monningless ~ Thoro.foro 

art souaht to ponetrato beyond tho J.im:i.ts of' 11orldlyp sensual 

expe::t"'ionoo, to discovor roloo.so beyond the senses in abstract~'~ 

spirit~ul oxperioncoq 

Gothi:c is a triu.mpb of' this Northo:L"n attitude~ Tho 

Gothic cathedral, which seoms to defy tho natural 1.1mitations 

in a:rch:i t0cture imposed by gra.vi ty and weight~ freed oxp:t ... ossion 

:from the aa.rth-bound limits o:f a rn:a.:r•oly worldly exporienoo, 

and forced a destruction of' eonseious 11 delineated spa.ee and a 

transcondonce into unlirni ted void q 

Development in this direction wns already ovident in 
Romanesquo architecturot which attempted to express the 

supernatural by a superf'ieially imposed. vortioali•ty,. In an 

o:ff'ort to cmnncipate the hoavy~ al:i.on basilica :from its earth ... 

bow.'ld horizonta.lity~ tho Romanesquo buildors 11 aceording to 

:bboir o~m oxprossivo urge 1 . induced a forced vertical appoa.r­

at1.Co by an almost haphazard a.ddi tion o.f' towers~ The struc­

tural o.nd oxpressl.vo deliverance of' tho if.fh:urcb f'rom its 

gravita.t:lonal limitations was only.to eom0 about through 

tho increased usa .of vaul,ting~ and lly tho app:U.c~tion to the 

structure o£ tho pointed nrell~ adopted aft,<Jr contact with 

:Islam dur:i..ng tho Crt:tstt.des..t 

Unl:d.ndored by the tocl:mi.cal problems conf'ronting tho 

areh.i 'toct, Romanasquo sculpture 1..rns able: to dovolop beyond 

any :t.•os tr:iotions . in:tposod by :i.mportod vnluea ~ "!"his dove lop-
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ment t-tas closely linkBd with tho past, particularly in 

No~th.cr.t'l Franoe 11 tv-hero the linear quality and intensity 

of' expression in seulpturGJ recalled tho o.rt o:f the fl!il1"­

barian.s .. 

Tho olongatod f'igu:ros of' llomntaqsque sculpture uro 

possessed by an o.git~tod~~' disturbed eestaey~t a mo:t:•bid 

spiri tualiem 'tvhi.ch is identi£inble with :ra8flnr8k.. Tho 

foroeful in.tonsity of' tho line and the pathos of' the ht:t.rnan 

figure oxp:t"oss not static t"'orm, but excited and mcagg-oratod 

movomont 11 '\1hich is associated with tho strone;ost urgoo to 

intonsi:fy passion to a state of' trunco, :ln t\l'hi.oh a oonscious­

noss of' corporoal baing no longer exists .. 

Whilst tho o.h:tl:i.ty of' the sculptor to o~pross f'rooly 

his need f'or transeende:neo had beon :fully roalieod during 

tr10 Roma:nosque period 11 tho corrosi:mndine; architecture of' 

tho poriod must be rslegated to the role of' a trnnsitionary 

phase· tot-Iards maturity; which tias to bo roalised in the 

Go·thic ea.thodralil! 

Gothic architecture is tho climax of' oxprossion of' 

Northo:r·n Chri.stionity~ as distinct :from tho moro truly 

Roman-orientated Catholicism of Southern Europe., This 

distim~tion was exaggerated by tl10 Re:format:lon 11 but it had 

existed during the Go·thic ora and be :foro .. 

The basis of' the dif':feronce bott.roen tho tt1o lies in 

their mannor of apJ>roaching God,. Tho moro posi tivc atti­

tude of tho Roman Church ace opted the 'ivo:t~la as good 11 and , 

thus tho rolo.tionship of na:ture to man and man to God wa.l3 

direot and olarifiod, and o:r&:prossiblo in concreto; finite 

torms I) On tho othor hnndi tho approach tm·mrds God in tho 

North is i11diroct., It is motivo.tod neg-atively b~ foax• of' 

Satan and by a rojaction of worldliness as an oxtonsion 

o£ Satan~ 'l'horo:foro, tho t~ray to God and the a.tta:l.nmont of' 

salvation was through. don:i.al of' ;;·mrldly ploosuro$ and 

Ch:r"lstian piety tlas relative to tho vehemence and f'ovox-ish­

noss of this denial., 

l'n accordance 'ttith this attitude 11 tho Goth:i.o arehitoct 
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appeo.sod God by def'y.:lng no.ture.. Uo did not build to glorifY 

the actual substa.nco of' his struotul."'os - llo arrived at ax­

pression ir.t spite of' his ma.terials.p tbo point boine to 

create a building which ox.prossod values beyond substanti­

ality, beyond consciousness 9 boyo:nd lii"e,. 

The eomplo::s:; ribbing of tho nave roof' relieved much of' 

tho '\:"eight of' the ponde:t"ous ba1"'rel-Va.til"l:v and did away w:i.th 

10 

the nGod f'or massivo supporting t~alls ~ As tho supporting 

structure of: tho cathedral "t-;ns reduced to a skoloton-f'ramet>Jorkt~ 

so tho nave, f:t•eod :f'rom excessive lV'oizht 11 gained height .. 

Tho \;reight o:f' tho entire roof-structure Has conducted do"tm­

t.rar•d through p:ters" and conversely, tbc oyo uas f'orood up-

ward in direct opposition to tho f'.lotV' of t·.roicrht., Thusg 

through this reversal of' :f'orcosil tho substance of' the buil­

ding tV'SS do::natorinlisod .... that is ll spiri tual.isod ~~> Tho up-

tva.rd surge oriaina:ting in tho piers, soaring heavom.vard P 

exploded into a. myriad confusion of' l.inoi destroyed any 

perception of scala, ar.td. transported th.e spGctator into tho 
infinite void., 
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THE SP.IRIT OF ROf.tANTICJ:SM · 
~ - fl j_~·~t'i -~ -117 • 

Tho sixteenth oe:ntury brought about a renetved intro­

duction of" i11£luonces f'rom abroad t~Thieh mado the artist 

conscious of' :functioning in a f'a.r wi.dor sphoro.. A netl 

atvarenoss of the individual emerged - an a'tvareness tt~hich 

placed man at tho centro of tho univorse as an. imago of 

tho divino,. As the earthly embodiment of' God, thore:fore ,, 
spir:i.tual oxoollGnco entailed an endo:rsomo:nt of this 

man/God af':f'inity through tho emulation of' divino pe:r­

f'ectio:th 

This not<t attitude of! direct striving- :for porfoet 

form 1:1o.s typi:fiod in Germany by Albrocht OOrer111 Though 

;tt took root thero 11 .tho :Ronaissat'leo i.doul was diametrically 

opposed to the liorthox'll spirit, which cannot roooneilo 

divinity with 'tlorldlin.ess ~> 

"i'he Rona.issuncop · rather than inf'use t-.rorldJ.y con­

:f:ldonca into tho turbulent Northern mind, produced no~1 

anxieties by alienating man from his heri·ta.goo 1iithout the 

uni. ty o:f pu.rposo with 't<lhich tho Gothic artist t~ol:'kod 7 the 

sixtoonth century artist found himself isolated and le:f"t to 

his otm individual devices.,., 

Ho,-tevor, this datu.ehmont su:f::f'orod by the artist also 

caused tho or.tergenco of' a more pGrsona.ll> and sometimes more 

intense expression of' tho Northern spirit"' Th.ua ttto Gormt::m 

Renaissa.ncof in spite of' the alien eurronts t·.rllich aceompan::lod 

it" cannot bo c.onsidered altogether as a te:t"mination of that 

development in art which ran through Darbar:tan orr:w.ment and 

tho Gothic cathedral C> The art of' Matthias Grtinm;rald indi­

cates that ::i.t also produc~d a strong"·dosiro to express the 
,, ' { :-;:..,. ,,. 

-,.. -{ ~ ,, 
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daepest impulses of' the Northern spirit~ Tbi.a oawo dosire 

is also rof'lectod in tho omorge:nco at this timo o:f Protes­

tantism. 'I'ha Rof'ormationt o.s an expression of' tho vast 

d.if':forences tfhich existed bet·waon the ChurehGs o:f Nortil 

and South, 'tll'as simi;ta.rly an emphasis of' tho di:f':f~ro:noes in 

thought and art. Aa the Rof'ormation eonti.nuod the o'harac­

te:ristienaturo of Northern religion, so the Gorman R.onuis• 

sanoe produced art tvh.ich was· a continuation o:f the thought 

of' prov:i.ous oonturios~> Thus Griinownld'~~ t11ho is identifiable 
tdth tho Gothic pa.s·t ra.thol. .. than the Rona..issanco, repr0sonts 

a v:f.tal link in the development o:f Norther.n art :f'rom Gothic 

to Romant::te:i.sm and Expressionism~> 

GrUnewald g s principal wox•k was tho ambitious altar­

piece painted :f'or tho Antonite house of' tho sick at: :rsonhoim., 

Tho series o.:f panels. t'lith its central 't•J'ot>k tho Crucifixion, 

embraces tho theme o:f suf'f'oring, death and sp;btntion., Tho 

Crucif'ixion is tu1 imago of' extromo pathos o:nd ruthless 
phyai.ca1 toJmlent., It l.ueks tho.omotional dotaeb.mGnt and 

objoetivo eonsidorati<ma of f'ormu1. purity t·:l'hieh charaetel:"iso 

much o£ tho C!rt o:f his timo. GrUnet.ta.ld'a .erueif':h::ions:c; are 
~ 

imago.s o:f a personal re lig:i.ous cnq:er,:tonee whiel1 demands to 

bo revealed visually 't-r:ith tho most intense po'tver o:r a::s:pros­

sion*' 

To tl1is end, avery part o:f tho orueif'iad form evoltos 

tho exceesivenoss of' Christ• s agony~t The hoq.d,:, crotmad by 

a menacing tang-le of' thorns? and stained '..ri th b!oodf.l hangs 

limply ti:i. th the mouth f'eobly groaning in, final protest , 

before doath" Tho aa.llow- 11 punctured torso seems to tt..ritell 

in the last spasms of' lif'o, and thOJ sinewy l.imbs are tonssd, 
their torture culminating in tho hl?utal1y co:ntQrtod oxp,;•es­

siv<:~ :force of' tl'lo hands and feet 4 Tho .painting ,is a violent, 

almost sa.dist:ic evocation of' pain - the body is s:ubjected 

to the o:Xtx•ome of suf"f'erine and anguish, yet it is only 

t.hrotlt?;h tho seV01""i ty o£ this anguish and cruelty that ono 

at1;ains f'ulf'ilmon·t and spiritun.1 release~> 

In Grfutewald•s-a:rt, Christianity and Northorn apiri-

- ........ -
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tualism have "bocomo i nscparnble., This spir1.tualism~ ecntr:i.n.g 

on clonth. as the r.1eans to puri.f'i cntion 11 has becnn1o interpretable 

in tcnns o:f Christian imagery - in other t4ords, tho cruci­

fixion of Christ has become synonymous with the Nordic uni­

versal destruction.. Thus? in terms o:f painting, Grii:net:n.ld 

can bo roga:r.dadSl like Gothlc architecture, as a high-point 

of Christian art in Northern Europot sinco his az••t l"'epresonts 

a synthesis of' Christinn and Northern sentiments .. 

Tho Re:.formo.tion& t\fith its sympathy f'or Northern spiri­

tualism, ought to have ~rovidcd a ronmwd impetus f'or art 

instoad 11 tho bigoted, puritanical·:aeal of' Calvinism and 

Lutheranism reduced art to blasphemous idolatey 11 or at least 

to n. banality which :f'otv .... notably Rombrondt and Jacob van 

Ru:isdaol" roso above., On tho other hnnd 11 the l:ii::;u:n•alism 

o:f tho woll-travellod art:i.st of' tho soventoonth century 

tm-.rards art in other countries tended to establish Cntholie 

Baroque as a :floxiblo intol"l'..ational style which t1as readily 

adaptable to the oxprossivo noods o:f artists of' widely d.if'­

:f'eront backgrounds., 

Daroquo 0 -v;ith its basis in spiritual unrest, allowed 

itsolf' to bo doveloped in terms of' the er:totional or spiri­

tual needs of' tho Northarn artistp who sought to explore a 

dynamic f'h:uc of' forms whi.ch -would perpetuate itself' into 

l:im:i tloss space tlu?ough the uso of' tromp 1° ooil devices 

and the demutorialisation of' :form into fluid~ brilliant 

light. Dy eronting a confusion of' :forms :in arohitocture, 

stuceo-worlt 11 sculpture and painting, in the samo 't1TUY that 

tho Barbarian croatod a eon:f'usiorl of linosv tho artist 

precipitates a mota<norphosis of f'orm - as he ho..d done in 

tho Gothic cathedral.. Matter bocomes incorporeal and 

intangiblog ovontually losing itsel:f in tho illusionistic 

weightlessness and spacolessness of' tlw f'rosco il'l the dome" 

This homogeneity o:f Da.roque with his artistic past 

naturally appealed to the Northam a:r·tist., In spi to o:f 

its alion. vocabulary, Baroque :fillod a vacuum, o:nab.U.ng 

tho artist to omoreo f':rom nn artistic stalonate an.d to 



matu.ro in tho more truly Northe~ rona.isso.nco of' the nine-

toonth eontu:t."Y., •,·o 

•til., ,.it 'tias tho Germanic genius, moro than uny othor101 

'td th its proforonce f'or intuition rather ·than logic, that 

took tho plungo into tho mystorios o:f the tmlmo'tv.n - tho 

mysteries of' the cosmos and of" tho darkor zones of> tho 
' imler li:fe al.i1co~ situated outside tho sl'Ul.Y of' reason.. ThG 

timo had como :for a now· assault on tho 'Lo.tin t..rorld., Accor-
··· 

d:ing to Scb:m:idh.ausor, thQ Reformation 'broko upon tho Pla-.. 
tonic and Aristotelian theology of' tho l•fiddle Ages, just 

as the Gerrnarl.llarbarians had ovorru...1<1 tho Groco-Roma:n civ=ili-
' ' 

sat:i.on~., In :tho nineteenth century~ this obso:t""Vation ac-

quil."'Od now topioal::tty : tho antagonism rof'orrad to is indeed 

reeurront!;! n (IIuyghe : ,P .. 210) 

The aJ."tist of' the ninetoenth ce:utucy sought a rovival 

of' :religious and artistic moanin(!f'ulness through a re­

appraisal of' tho rolaticnship botwoen man and God,. This 
onta.ilod a :f'rosh •. intorprotntion of the h1..unan predica.mon.t and 

its relat:i.o:usb.::i.p to forces boyon.d man 9 s control "" an into:~."­

pretation 'lt.rhich d.or:ivod its rev:italiaod clarity through a 

rojoet:i.on of trad.i tional Christion imagGry in :f'o.vour of' a 

ronol-red boliof' in physi.cnl naturo o.s a tru.1gible rof"lection 

of' the suporn.atural and metaphysical,. 

Thus tho Northern Romantic painter f'ound expression in 

the f'orm of pure landscape or soascapa - not in a Dutch 

realist sonso o:f' a direct, sometimes topogro.phical interest 

in nature, but landsea.pe as an experience of' in:finity in 

naturG.. Nature becomes an a11...;pot.V"orfu1 extension of' God, 

a. ·w•orldly outlet f'or divi~o wrath .. . ' 
:rn common t,ritb. Gorman Romanticism~. the omnipotent power 

of.' nature over man constitutes the oontro.l :feature of' French 

Romanticism<~> Tho latter, hol..rovorp soos naturo as a vi.olentv 

overpowering turbulence whioh is exprossod in to:r'l':lls of' tho 

human f'ol"'ro.. Gorman Romanticism, on tho other hand, expresses 

this povor of' nature as nature itsGl:f', Tho· landscape becomes 
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a cathedral~ whcro man appears either as a meditator or as 

an e-vil intruder.. In terrib1G solitudc 11 ho is ovorcomo by 

a death-wish - he succumbs to thcy i.noxora.ble, silent energy 

of' inf'ini ty and finds roliof' in tho nUL"lbnoss of eternal 

oblivion., 

Tho extent of' tho dif'f'o~·once in ntti tude between the 

l''rench nnd Gormtm Romantics is suggostod 'by n comparison 

botucon Gericault 9 s nn.a.f't of' tho f4odusn° ·Ol'l.d Caspar David 

Friodriohvs ur-1onk 'by the Scan" G~ricault's violent soa 

acts as a setting :for a. human dratna - the diroot :focus of 

his interest is in tho human condition - tho suf':f'cr:ine of' 

the pooplo on tho ra:ft, \V'hose writhing, tortured :forms 

suggest metaphorically tho ovorpo,..roring f'orcos to l1Thicb man 

is subordinate.. Friedrieh 11 s attention, howe?or11 centres 

di:t"'oetly on those f'oreos thomselvos.- His 1 vast and mysteri­

ous sea cannot bo bound to any palpable measure ot• concti ... 

tion~ 1-Ian himself bocomos imprisoned by a sea.lo which is 

beyond his wol"ldly comprehonsionG! At tho mercy of' an 

intang:lblo vastness, ho loses himself' in a vision of' 

infinity., 

Friedrich perceived nature as symbolic of' the human 

condition, \V'hero lif'o is dominated by tho ee:rtain.ty of' 

deatho Questioning his recurrent choice of' death as a 

subject in painting, ho himself' stated his belio.:f that 

frequent submission to doath is tho necessary prerequisite 

to tho attainment of everlasting lifo~ Death can novor 

be isolated :from the a:ftorlif'e,. which is the consummation 

of' the li:fc/doath/rcbirth oyeleto Doath only becomes 

meaningful in. conjunction with lif'o and nf'tcrlif'e~ bett-reen 

\oJ'hich :it :f'o:t--r.1s a link q 

nMonlt by the Sea" ro.f'locts this concept clearly. Tho 

monkl'l v.rho is probably a self-portrait of' tho a.rtistlf sta.nds 

in mourning on the dunes in tho :f'oroground~.~ "<lhich s:i..g.ni­

f'ios present life.. IIo is ovorwholmod by tho co:nsumi11g 

vastness of tho dark nnd deathly mass of tho Baltic beyond 

him& yot ho presents himself' bef'oro tho inf'ini te tV'i th a 

1.5 
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yoa:rning to be drawn into and across the soao: He is over­

come by tho superior :force of tho void t..rh:tah confronts llinh 

It dt..r.indles his earthly lif'e into insignif'ioaneo {> Beyond 

tho seal} tho emergent morning light signifies tho expecta­
tion of rebirth and the conquest,. of', darknoss., 

l .,,.. .. •.r ',_ •. ~ 

irhis painting t,ra.s oxGcutod in coa1j~etiol'l wi tb "Abbey 

in tho Oakwoodn, "td:d.ch clarit'ioa tho l:i.fe/doo.tb/a:ftorli:fo 

cycle i'urthor« Tho eontro.lly-plaood abbey is fla.nkod by 

baro£\ .silhouott,;d oaks?: t..rhioh together f'orm ·a barrier 

hotwo~n tho :foreground (daath) 9 and the background (after­

lifo)·; ·The group o:f monks in tho dark :rox~aground act us 

pallbcHtrors, tvho ea:I'l:"'Y tho eof:fin of: the docoased monk 

throut!h tho pas saga of' death tmY"~U."ds a eatm11·ay in. tho 

abbey~··.' Beyond, tho :forms of thO l;:m.dseapo booomo ·absorbed 

in a :fluid, mysterious haze tllroug'll <tvhicn tho light of tho 

ho:~:•cn:t:f"tor begins to penetrate. Tl1.o soquo:neo of' tho t"m 

pa:tnt~s roveal.a tho total eyelo ... the :f'irst tl':io transition 

from lif'o to death; in the sooond tho journey th~ugh doQth 

i.nto tho af'te:t•lif'o .. 

16 

Pervading Friodrieh~s tvork is a cloar- 11 pmilorf'ul mood11 

tll'hieh is ah1nys prosont whothor supported by an u.ndorstanding 

of' his inte11.dod symbolism or notfl It is f:lll.od 'l:..ritb a spirit 

of melnncholy and a vibrant oxpoetaneyil which sugaosts his 

ovor-prosent prooocupation 'tii th tho :i.novi tubil:i ty of' death 

and tho :futility of' mants of'f'orts a~:inst tho forces o£ a 

divine naturo4' Theso f'orces are always oxprosssds> or sug­

gested in terms of tho natural landscapo 11 t-thich Friedrich 

transf"orms into an imago o:f' the suporna.tural., 

The English Roman'tietl' Jobn ).fartin 11 invokes a. similar 

melancholy spirit, but conceives it in torms ot"' the fantas­

tic rather than tho natut."'al landscape. 1.'ho sca.lo ·and 
·' 

dcstruct~vcness o£ his lalldscapcs oscalato to a pitch o:f 
i: 't! 

irrationality .... ,\ ).1an 9 at tho morey of' a :f':iory, nightmarish 

vision:.> perches dangerously at tho brink. of a £atb.hmlose 
,, 

abyss 'tY'hich pul:Ls<· him inexorably doopor :into its malovolent 

da:rlmoss and cba.os.. In hopeless despair and solitude, ho 
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is exposod to incvi table doom :i.n tho midst of a cosmic 

battleground which recalls, in pictorial :form~ tho univer­

sal eonf"lagro:t:ion of NoJ.."die mythology" 

l'lho:roas :Martin 1 s landscapes confront man with f'oreos 

\ihioh are :fantastic and· unreal t Tumor transforms foo.sibla 

reality into an apocalyptic image~~ Thus tho actual oxpori­

enee of' a storm at sea boeomos a symbol of' a f'oeblo human. 

stx•ugglo against inf'in:i. tely superior :f'orcos 1 or a burning 
' " 

ship at soa bocomos a, universal inf'omo in tvllich sailors 

ongulf'ed by tho flames of' tho actual occurrence of such a 

disaster havE:! descended into tho £ires of'·Itell~~ 

If' Romanticism is a torm used to deo~n·ibo a movemont 

i:n art~ then that "movomant 11 died out i.n the m:i.d-oigbtoen­

hundrods~ ':rho fixing of the torm t·o a speci.f'io poriod or 

group of artists is a misund0rstandingengendorod by tho 

art critic Q Romantic art is charactol."ised by a mood t~hioh 
is :f'olt n:nd porsonally into:;. .. protod by the ind:i:·vidual, t1ho 

belongs to no movonH'3nt"' Romanticism :i.s not a diseip1ino 

or code o~ ethics - it is f'roo oxprossion of' tho croativo 

lV':ill; and as such has existed at least since the Ronnissanoo 

artist becan1o m.;aro of' his individuality,. 'l'hus it may bo 

said that Grfrnowald and Van Gogh, as much as Friodr.ich 11 t..rore 

Romantics<~· 

·, 

Linking artists in such o. way~ uowovor broad a label 

may bo, prosupposos that Van Gogh is tttiko0 Friodrioh or 

Grilnowald~ Tho ton:n Romantic is oonvoniont only in that it 

signi:fio.s a spiritual link botw·oen artists of' different 

periods.. At tho sumo time~ ·tho intonsoly personal vision 

of' those artists must be strossodo Van Gogh is a Romantic 

insofar as ho · forms a spiritual bridge bo'tvloon tho nine­

teenth and t\vont:ioth centuries l> 

Van Gogh's unique vision, though b0aring many simi.-
.. ,;._ .. 

laritios to that of' Fri0drieh 1 was intimately bound to tho 
- , .. :-,·~¥·l. , 1 , 

tragedy of' b;is O'l;ffl l.i:fo., Tho host:L.li ty of' tt1o t.rorld 
' " . ' ' " . ' ." :;;>· 

towards a. proearious human oxistcnco was expressed in art 

not because it i:las merely an idea, but boeauso that lY'lls 
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his elt_p(}:.t"ience of' lif'e., Van Gogh9s art reflected the f'oars 

and uncertainties of' a man. possessed 'by a mo1nncho1y, deeply 

introverted and ·torruontcd nature,. The intons.i:f'ioo.tion of' 

molaneholy satis:f:l.es the melancholy spirit,., The :fact o:f 

lif'e is only meaningful in that it is justi:f'i0d by death. 

Lif'e passes 9 but death persists - or 11 o.a Var1 Gogh quotod 

V:ioto:L .. Hugo ~ "Lea :r•oligions pus sent 11 :Oieu domoureu., (Rosen­

blum)., 

This earns to mind when he had boon painting the vil.lago 

church at Nucnon~ tvhieh had sta.rtod to :fall into ruin in 

188.5" Tho peasants had stoppod tilling the soil t·hat their 

a.ncosto:L .. s, interred in the ehurel:tVs graveyard" had tilled 

f'or centuries., Tho x•oof' o:f their earthly symbol of f'ai th 

had f'a.llen in~ th0 walls -v;v-ero beginning to crumble, autum1.1. 

leavos had fallen from the troea, and snotlf' £01.1 on the 

graves"" All that romai.ned constant l·ras death.. The tilling 

of' f':tolds, tho passing of' the seasons, and the lif'e and 

death o±" poo.sazrt:s in the Nuenen pictures constitute a com­

plox cycle of life~ constantly dominated by the prosonco of' 

doa.tlh 

This presence of' death is evident in ovon tho most 

apparently innocent of' Van Gogh's paintings.. A vase of 

sunflowers livos and dies, Each f'lowo:r is an individt.tal* 

~ti·th its sopo.ro:te sou:r•ce of' vi tali ty o Somo are radiant 

<tdth youthf'ul b:I•igh.tness, others begin to wilt~ tho old 

havo td .. thorod and died., Together in tho vase 9 tho total 

eyolo of lif'o and its compulsion to move tm·m.rds doa.th is 

revealed .. 

Tho components of nature are each a primal sourco of 

o:norgy., Nothing is sto.t:i.c. The landscape possesses an 

immense, vibrating cosmic powe:r 11 the slcy is o. w·ild an.d 

turbul.ont f'o:l .... eo, and the sunflower is a microcosm tfhieh 

reflects tho ultimate life-giving energy- Nature~ in the 

same t<;ray that Friodrielt perceived it 11 is a. vehicle of' the 

supernatural.,. 

Although Van Gogh mav not havo intended any conscious 
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s:ymbol.ism, tho fact that there is this prosonc0 of' some 

mystical :force in his paintings justifies on interprotat:ton 

o£ the sym'bolic signif'i.cance of' certa:in features of' llis 

tll'ork over a purely aesthetic ovaluation. "Starey t?'ightu of 

1889 symbolically identifies tho s.piritua.l strugglo of' U.f'e 

t>J'it,h tho ultimate triumph of dea.th.i Tho dn.l .. k 11 ,.r;rithing 
\ 

mass of' tho cyprosa troo in the :f'orog:L"'OU..""ld thrusts sho.rply 

into tho vigorous·onergyo:f the starry .sky- ;tt is tho 
shapo of' death,. through wP,:tclr man is t"":t"cmsportod £rom his 

·w·orldly being in to tho total energy beyond~· A Gothic spire 

ris0s from tho d:i.ste.nt village& Ecboointt the cypross 11 it 

pierces tho horizon and rises into tho sky, liko ma.Yi 11 s 
' "i 

striving to· tro.nseonci.·. Th.o oypre~s dominates 

tion as de~th preoccupies the artist as lifo o 
~ . 

the composi­

The ocho of' 

tho villago spire ccm:firms.and roinf'orcoa that dominance­

religious activity is moroly a. p:t"opax•ation :£or _li::fot a 

conclusio:n.i · Th.o' '\¥orshippor ·attempts to grasp tho total 

moaning of' lifo - h.o :f'i.nds it only in the fact of' his 

mortality~ Tb.orof'o:t'et he moves toward death~ 

l'n July 11 1890 9 Van Gogh pain tad. "CztolV's ovar lihoatf'ields", 

which is a premonition of' his imminent death"' Tho ta,.adi­

tional porspoctive dGvico of' tho Renaissance is i.nve:l'ted, 

so that tho oyo is drmm not outward to·N·urds an inaccessible 

hori~o11, but inward tmmrds the self' t> · Tho lint'ls of' :f'oll:'ee 

eonve:L"'go on tho beholder, t~Yho by his extrema introspection 
! • ~ • •• ' 

has isolated himself' f'r<?m his world• '1;-th.ich no longer holds 

meoni:ng~, Eo :i.s alo:ne 9 · a:va:r:-e o~ly of' the ominous :flock o:f' 

black e:rous 1:1hich. surges . towards him" It i.s only o.. muttor 

of' ttme . bof'ore ·tho Sl1farm ovo:t"\vholrns .. 

Sh?rtly o.f'terll! Van Gogh eornmittod suioi.do"' · 

~tan. :ts' eroated 11 yet eroatod ma.:rl destroys himsol:f"' Li:f0 

is ovo:reome by tho ul timato f'ut:i.li ty of living,.. Vulnerablo 

maa'l is at th(;) morey of his own passions - he is born tvi th 

tho certainty o:f death wi'thin him.. Ho is his o'\m cyolo of' 

lif'e, thorc:f'ore tho artist turns :Uurard to discover tho 

microcosm that is l'iithin his ovm baing .. 
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The totality of' tho lif'e/dea.th struggle exists in tho 

human f'orm., Tho landscape,' as Edva.rd r·1ttnch sm1 it; ceased 

to exist as a direct oxprosslon., Tho human :form dominates 

tho landscape :r.of'loets tho cosmic f'orces at t!To:rk 'tti thin 

man; that isfl it emphasises or sympo.thises 'Cvith the htunan 

predieame:rrt <), 

l\Iuneh 11 s people relate to external. nature 'With an 

ominous• almost sinister tension; as if' nature has hypno­

tized its victim., A W'Oman stands with a silent lonely 

presence~ b.e:r· f'rontally ... directod oyos gaze out in n strange­

ly remote vacancy'~' Sho ros:i..sts and yields to incompro­

hensible~ irros:lstable :forces \fhich tormont her¥< These 

forces are symbolisod by the·· sun/moon imago, tY'h:tch. had. 

a:ppeaz•ed :f'requontly in Fri0drich' s paintings as en imago 

of the divino - ·tho f'orce that ruloo • Munchts symbol is a 

phallus tsrhich possesses the human w·i11, Sexuality is a 

f'oarf'ul, inescapable f'orco of' .. evil; puberty is the end o£ 

youthful goodness .o It imposes a dual f'ate of' proerontion~ 

on tho one hand~ and desire fl temptation~ jealousy n..'"ld soli'­

dostruction on the other,. The Creator and the Destroyer 

oro one and the same"' Thus '1\voman, the innocent victim of' 

her sexual powers~ is tho temptress ... the vrunpiro that 

orig::l.nates :folly ·and dea.tho 

Sho movos through tho "Dm1ee of' Li:fon 11 £rom vi:t .. ginal 

puritys to orotie 11 ongulf'ing, :fruitful sexuality; to dark.t 

sinister and deathly :f.u:?.f'ilment, liko tho t·ri teh who hue 

east her cursing spell<$ ·Whirling couples daneo :tn f'ro11ziod 

passiontt imprisoned by· sex, spellbound 'by the Iloa,ronly 

phallus which looms over themi abso:t:•bing tr1oir l:i:vos into 

its pot>fer<!' 

Like ancient Baldur~a death~ tho phallic sun/moon is 

an omeno£ doom- a symbol o:f' the futility o£ oo.rthly lif'e, 

and the triumph of' £'orcoa to1vards chaos and darkness., Tho 

presence of' thoso dostl."Ueti·vo :forces appears aeai.n in 

Muneh 11 s pictures on tho topic of' grief'. Empty, blo.e:k-elad 

£iguros stand aimlessly in starkly baro sickrooms and death 
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ehcunbe:rs<l Death is a terrible abstract po11cr.. It bears 

gx•ief'~ and grief' consumes the living.. Eaeh mourner is 

absorbed in total solitude ... the.:lr vacant f'aees rogister 

nothing :f'or thoy are possessed.; paralised by somothi:n.g 

unworldly .. 

I•1un.;l:its t:Torld is a niehtmare pooplod by lonely, . . ~ 

ghostly souls 1liho move silently through a throatoning-
. -, "\ 

li:fo besot by' dread., Tho only complete roi:iof' £rotn l:i.f'e 
t 'ti,. .,., . • ' !· {_' 

is death~~ . Like tho gods of' .thoit• ancestors, they e:~vait 
. .'if 

their inevitable destiny .. 

Expressionism, t<Thich is elosoly li.nltod to tllo r.u.>rbid 
': . .. 

intensity of'. '\Tan Gogh and Munch 11 spoeif'ieo.lly rof'ors to 

tho art in Germany bott,oon 1905 and 1918 t-lhicb t¥'as a 

conscious reaction nga.inst tho rat:i.onal aesthetic of tho 

Improssion:i.sts.. :In a. broader senso~ it goes ::further than 

the ttw movements .... Die Drllcl(;e ·and Dor Blauo Roi·bor, to 

which most Expressionist pai:n.ters 1:.rere identi:fiod, •rnese 

painters t..rerc clist:i.ngu:i.shed by their d.issimilari ties 

rather than similari tios ... their art ll lilto that of' Van 

Gogh 11 J;1unch or Friedrich, t.ra.s tho outcome of' a personal 

creative will .. 

Tho ha.sis of' the I~prossionist psinter9 s motivation 

app0ars to have) boOJn identical t-Ji th that o:f tho Romantic -

that is, ii; dorivod ·:from a disturbed sense of' being w·hich 

would tra.nsfo:t"m .nature into an image removed .f'x•om tho 

natural~ Exproseionism 11 hot-.rever$ is Roman:tic ox.tromism 

H:; ro:flects a mo.ro severo rift bohroel'l tho spirit and 

tho senses; a starker estrm:lG'Gme:nt from tho real 'tvorld" 

The artists of Dio B:rllckel!. who oporatod in con.junct.ion 
'• 

11ith each other bof'ore tho First tforld War, dor.ivod a 

do l:i.borate cont0mpt. :for currently o.cooptod artistic norms 

from the Fauves ~ Tho Expressionists 'tio:re wild boasts Hith 
•, .-

their emotions exposed in the :rc:tvost state., They dis-

rogu.rdod th~ rospoc·tful observation of nature <t,;-hich tho 

Impressionists had lauded" Thoy allm,;red the painting to 

't':rorlc itself' out spontaneously - to lot the tvild boast looso 
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to oxp:r•oss i tsolf' in its most :f'iorce :intonsi ty of' v:i olont 

colour, chaotic brushstroko and f'ovorish line; exposing 

panic, haunting rnGlo.ncholy and deepest obsession, By 

incronsing its tension, tho expressive will releases the 

bonst~ dotucbos~ annihilates and transf'orms ~t"' 

Tho E:1rpressio:nists llore subject to the grow·i.ng hys­

teria of' a sick society \.fhich '(-las losing touch 'lid th nature 

Emd losing control o£ itself' - as . i:f unou$lly balru1cod 

bot\1eon insane laughter and uneontrolla'blo gJ.oorn ..., tho icy 

shivo:r and swoo.t of delirium., This :rovorish intensity is 

at its extreme in tho unrestricted omot:lonal violence o:f 

Emil Nolde's religious pa.int:i.ngs,. f...iko a Goya carn:tva1, 

o:a" Ensor's etroot 11 his characters arc no lo:ngor thor~ so 1vos 

thoy aro as if druegod; and tho rm" oasoneo o£ the:i.r being 

oxposes itself~ Tboir :faces are gone - people livo in a 

tofi ld hallucination bohind g:L"otosque masks(> 
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T!F; IRRATION.AL AND THE RlTII. NAL IN HCDERN ART 
-----~~--·-------------.....,.,._ -- """'-' Qj ____ _ 

On the evo of~ World War 011o, tt-;o dirootio:ns,. both close­

ly associated 'IVi th the Northern artie tie past, began to omorge 

in o1ttrcme op:pos:l tion to encb other, both coming· to f'rui tion 

in tho troubled and violent years botwoon the t\vo World \fa.rs, 

and together ref'looting tho o::.::·trome (Communist versus Fuseis·t 
typ0) polar:i. ty of! tho t imo., 

'fho Dada cult o:f' the absurd, atad the highly irrational 

s~;rrealism1 stommod f"rom a desiro to omanoipato art utterly 

from the 1irui tations of' 1"'eason, atld to oroato spontaneously 

without tho hindrp:r.o.co of tho proconooivod notion of' reality,. 

An ox>posi:ngj) ul t:ra-ra.tional direction!) t-v'hioh. had its 

roots in the analytical Cubism o:f' Braquo and i'ioasso, attemp­

ted to :f'ree art £rom the imporfeotions of' the human creative 

'ltvill!t and thus to discover absolute truth in l'lature beyond 

the o 1 ouded and o o:n:f'us ed variab:l.li ty o:f i'roe ind:i. vidual 
expression~ 

Tbe principal f'igure of' Gorman Surrealism, I»Iax Err:astt 

was closely associo.tod tvith ·tho Parisian schoo1 11 and tvas 

·thus pnrt of tho mainstream of' Surrealist thought~ He adap­

ted the medium of' collage to suit his O"im. particular direc­

tion~ 1"ho percept:i.ve roali ty of' the photograph:i.c image was 

ideal in that it supplied a ready-made "truthn~ trhich~ 'l!vhon 

plncod out o:f' co.nte!t::'tp assumed a troird and. disturbing nel-l 

m0aning,. Tho estrangement of' an objoet :from t:he prosupposod, 

f'o.mil:iar association with other objoc·ts; and the chance, 

incongruous meeting of' unrelated objects resulted in the 

u:nexpocted 9 tu'l.roa1 11 suporreal poet:.t:-y of' a dream-like vision, 

2:3 



which was tranaportod f'rom :fam:i.liar nature by a total 

denial of' raason~ Ernst reorganised ·tho organic a:n.d. mineral 

t-Torld at 1:-lill~ Pl<.Ults or creatures ~ema.inod. neithGr vego­

tf;lblo nor animal. - they became part of' a f'antastic grm:i'th; 

vitally living, but removed f':t•om this. w·orld to aome dark 

and primal oxistenoo in tho depths of the suboonseiousf> 

The artist f"raes tho wild boast ~~i t;hin him, :POl." loe:ie 

is the enemy of' art; the anima..1 11 its means~:> There are no 

absolute ·truths !I· Lif'e is a mystery ""' it :J.s not born in a 

test-tube; it is not a f'o:nnula~ Death reveals lif'e -
douth is not a quod orut demonstrandum of' a :formula earriod 

out under clin:lco..l laboratory condit.ions.. r ... i:fe is tho 

etornal myst017 - its secrots are revealed beyond l.i:fo jjl 

Da~ltr'OY conscious knotdedge of li:fe and its total meaning 

becomes ltnotvn~ Tho tvild boast finds its otm "~:'lay - it knows 

its 'ftay Jl . It lurks in tha dark rooassos t>f doathjl moving 

without boit'l& seen - lo.1otving w:tthout knot-rledge'l> u0no tnust 

sul»nit onesself' many times to doatl1u, said F:riodrich 9 uin 

ordor soma day to o.ttain lif'e ovorlastirJg .. 11 (Borscb-Suponp P~~7)"' 

Because i1;1 doath tho cr<Hltivo ~v:¥.11 f'eols its 'tiay unrostrietod 
. ' 

.t\.1"t is irrational.. lrrationa.lity dissolves the limits 

impoaod on the creative ,.,rill by tho a'bso1utoneas o£' the 

·1aboratoa:)y,..mado logical truth., The glo:z•if':i.cation of ul trn .... 

ro.tionaliam itt modern ·Science is the triumph of. ap~tr:t tual 

crotin:tsm,. lfh,a.t cannot be proved is consigned. to tho dusty 

shelf - it does not existl Total ~tnderstanding is b)~assod 

by the quost f'or tl1e h.al:f-truths of' (£ragme11tad) knowledge 

f'or k.notv-ledgeis ~alt<:h 'l'otnl experience is f"elt!! aot 

rational:!.sed., The boast,ltnows tho tll'ay in the dark"' 

But :f'otlling is ·tho onomy of' ultra-rationalism~ Tiw 

por:f'eot socitYty of' Platonic or f>'farxist rationali.srn exists 

'td thout :feelings" :b'"'eolhtg is tho source of' :folly and im­

porf'octio:no. 1'ho cogs of' the social machine tv-ork according 

to plan ..,. human impol?f'Oc'tion rusts the parts? thG~ro:fore it 

must be rooted out. 



.. ,. 

Anti-:methodieal art is the ~tl<::~my of' machine•ma.de 

society, lthich lovos thQ macl1ine-made idea~ 1ilte tho so­

called nl?ositivo mystic:lsmn of" H .. ll.J" Soh6an~iaokers 't.r'hioh 

in.fluonced the '11oomputer-progratnroingn a:x't o:f l'ionc.lrio.n and 

De. St:i:j:t~ .tho Supromo.tists and· the Bauhaus., '· rq;;a not¥ learn 

t(f. ·tt~.anslata roali ty in o-ur imagination :i.ntc construetio:tls 

'H:hiel,l . can bo con·t:r.ollod by reason.," ( Scboenmaokors, as 
quoted by :Hor'bort Rend., p.,198). 

· · 1 ' 'l'ho ·Northern artist has ahrays boon ati'aro. that t11o 

wild boast lwks in da.rkplacos- that darkness ~ovaals 
l::lgb:t· (Rembrandt), that death rovcais l:tf~<:h He sooks to 

; • I 

:ri;;voal the mysteries o:f ·the cosmos by o!t:ploring rbeyon.d 

roason' in '.the black dep'hhs of his melru1eholy rtaturo. Piet 

Mondrian is no (;tXCopt:ion to this.,. Hi.s earliol. .. art rovoalod 

·tondoncies l•lhich li"ere Rom:an'tic in eha:ractor 11 but his aub­

sqquen'f; .. '<..rorlt, dova.loped tm;rards a negation of' Roman:ticiam ~ 

T~1~ t..rild, .. boast ft.dthin !lim turned· on ita o¥nl tail and con­

sumed itsel:f'~ ,., 

t·· 1:-iondi,i.an-ts pai.ntings of' d:unos on ·the Dutcl:• ·Oo-o.st, 

e:Ii.ecutod be:foro 191.2~ a:r."e sta:t:•k and uni:nhabi todq Tho 

viol~or .f'i.uds hir.oself in hopeless soli tude pGrch~d on the 

od.go ·of: an -a:m.na:tural V:astno~s which. r0ca.1ls tho deep 

mo1o.ncholy of the doath-"1:-rish in l<"riodrieh1fs 0 P..1o:nku * Tho 

1ru1.dsca:po has boo11 :t .. educod to its most ossontinl simplicity -

it has bocome tt"a.nsf'orrood into an imago which evokes a 

spirit;c a yearning.~~'· 'beycmd nature., Siruilar1y2 · hi.a troesll 

also pa:tntod before 1912 ~· have become a mr.r{;aulorphosi.s .... 

a vision boyond the palpable tree., 

NoJ."tho:rn art tends toward nihilism~ The. mysteries of' 
' ~ 

l:if'e exist beyond l:if'e; the mystot•ies o:f real.ity boyond 

tho :r•cia.l:. ,.. · Tangible roal:lty is a ma:nif'ostation or creation 
. . ' .. 

of' tho cosmic force.. To know the totality_ o:r the eosmos 11 
",4~ ' ' 

tbe aridst must :t"evorsc tl1.o creative process - that is, ;he 

must doma.toriui:tse ·and destroy tangible natt.1l."O :i.n order to 

get beyond I} or 'above i ·t; ,. 

---=--------==----------------~- - .~~--
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1'ho pl:. .. Ogross of' this domaterialisation can be obsGtrved 

in Mondlt"ian•s painting through his treatment of the tree 
motif' af'ter 1912t~ in which his early analytical Cubism 

bocornos processed and :roprocossod to tho point of' total 

rig:idity - thG logical conclusion.. Hondrion t·.l'as here moti­
v~tiii;)d by the mathemat:i.calphilosophy of Schoonmo.akors 11 

\ 

1V'hich held that tho penetration o£ nature~s complexity 

revoo,ls an innor construction t-thich is definable in terms 

solely of" logic.. Thus, f'rom th~ 'point of' view of' l\-fondrion 9 s 
art, tho''multiplicity ·of the cosmos enn bo roduocd to a 

mathematically :formulated imago which tvould :t'Gvoa.l tho 

:€'tmdamorital structure o:f' na.turo<~~ t 

Mo:t'l.drian. arrived at this imae,ory through a systematic 

dematorialisa:tion towards stylised aimplioi ty. The nerve­

like grid of' hranehos 11 gradually losing its treo-liko 

idont:ttyi becamo a orisa-cross grid o:f 1ii1-eS - a skeleton 

or basic construction of' nature" Talt€ln to its fu:t"thost 

extreme in this d:iroct.i.on, tho image loses all l"GSOiilbl.ance 

to naturo o.:nd boeomes a ti..ro .... dimens:i.onal t~ geometric pattern 

of' uneompromiaing 11 Puritanical rect3ngular:ityli which dernandod 

th.G exclusion o:f all tones beif;;,-een tho extremes of black and 

;;o~hi to; of all f'poliut.od 11 eolirt!'rs (that is~ not'l .... primarios) ~ 

and of all lino.which did not con:f'orm to tho o.bsoluto verti-

cal. or horizo~~,a.:.-~~.6:~ 
So bct\voon thOOlp ·Mondr:i.an and 

mysteries :in a nutshell~ Easy naturol - ovGn n machine can 
l.Uldersta.nd it., ·Do Stijl is tailor,...mado for tru:uss-produot:i.on .. 

But the totality of nature doos 1'1ot live in a straitja.okot., 

Mondrianqs ox:tromist desire f'or a total ob,1octivity dovoid of 

any potential marg:b:a of' impO:L"'f'ection is anti- tho individual" 

m:t.ti-oxprossion,. anti-art i.l l11 its development it is soon to 

bavo originated !'rom tho Northern crao.tivo -vJ'ill, yot it :ta an 

antithesis of tho same., Tho ~dld 'boast has devourod itself'& 

!"iondrian glorified the ultra-rational method of' mod.o:t"'ll seionco -

but 'tiho can blamo him? 'He was living in a tcetmological dseert 

which was banging ita hand against the t1all~'~ 
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The twentieth century has subjected man, in particular 

the North~&rn European, to the most terrible and destructive 

l•tars in history. Technological man had devised an unprece­

den·ted e:ff'ic:tency :for annihilating· li:fe and devastating 

ei ties,;. The bat~tles o::f heroes '\vere. over .... the new enemy 

was superhuman. Like. the su.preme 9 -vrorld-ending Nordic con­

flict, the 'tvrath of' :forces beyond comp:r•ehension tore the 

world apart,. 

The holocaust had its prophets. Der Blaue Reiter 

became increasingly conscious of' the tensions ·which tiere 

about to snap. Franz Marc had a premor.d.·bion of' the im­

pendil'lg devastation ... in 1913 he painted nFate of' the Ani­

malsu f.l 'I:..Phich equated the imminent conflict 1-ri th the final 

universal conf'lagra·tion of' the gods a 

Marc merged the human vie'ivpoint to~·ith the animal soul,. 

His f'ascination f'or the animal is an extension of' the 

Romantic attitude, particularly of' Georg0 Stubbs and 

Eugene Delacroix, 11hose violent struggles reflected the 

tul:"moil of' nature's v:ltal energies. tviarc, hmvever, con­

cerned himself' "1-ri th the mo:r•e extreme concepts of' genesis 

and cosmic destructionll painted with the turbulent dynamism 

of' a style derived :from the J.tU.turists.. uFate of' the Animals•* 

depicts ·i::he end of' the "tvorld - a spiritual upheaval in a 

forest of' writhing, tortured creatures which perish in the 
. . . 

sharp violence of' blinding :flashes of' light and con:flicting 

electric colours., The fiery turmoil consumes all but the 

persistent central tree - the indestructible 'tvorld-ash 

Yggdrasi1 11 1;1hich holds in its trunk the hope of' purified 
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del.iveraneo :f'rom n co:n:f'lagration ":vh:i.eh annih:i.latos a lvorld 

of' evil degeneration~ 

The theme of' a spiritual pu:t•ee '\vas repeated in terms 

of' Christian ilm'.lgaey in ttTy:rol 11 1,1 which t-ras not eomplotod 

bof'ore war 'became a reality and lHarc had already soon. 

action.. Tho painting dE>piets an e.su .... th.quako Ol."' similar 

natu:t"'al catastrophe., , 'l'ho violent movement o::f light and 

dark planes against oaeh otbor d:lssol.vos sol:i.d matter and 

transi"ol:w.ns it into an amot":phous £lux - an abstraction or 

energy- out of' t-lhieh omergos tho baroly-discornablo :form o:f 

tho Virgin and Ch:i.ld. . The phenomenon of' a natural disaster 

has boeomo tho scone of' some universally destruct:i:vo havoc 

out of' "tvhich is l:'llorn a reg<'mara.ted pureness - a :t."'evolation 

of' the V:i.rgino 

The reality of: tli'a:r had become a dream? a n.ightmaro 9 a 

revolatiol'l"' Tho enemy t~as unaoon - it :fought spil"i tual 

battles in the mind., War t.,.as ar1 impending~ impalpable doom 

t.rhieh struck and destroyed td.thout 1.ra:rning. Like }~arc 9s 

f:i.ghting f'orme, i't was an amorphous abstrnetiont a turmoil 

o£ no.n ... l:i toral £'orc0s. 

liassily Kandir.usl<:y 1~ejocted the spoeif'ie statoment in 

the expression of" a non-speeif'ie idea. The a.bst:r•actiot'l ot" 

t..rar revealed itself in his work in terms of' tho medium 

itself' - 'through the collision of' line, colour and sl'ita.po .. 

Thus the immodiato expression of conflict, rosolvod in 

terms of' the paint~ ·tvas pre.:ferrod to the litora.lil objectiv0 

imageg tho meto:phorioal ato.tomont or symbolg in that it 111aa 

a direct and thoref'ore puror axporienee. 

Paul Klee joined Dor Dlauo Roitor, sensing an. a:f'f'inicy 

to the t.rork of' 1-W.rc and Kandinsky .... namely~ tho so arch for 

a moro honest artistic language "t-.rhich t..rould be copablo of' 

convoying spiritual truth, :Ho i:n:fused. in his '\·mrk a ehild­

liko cla\"'ity,. creating picturos .o:f' a sl.mplicity capable of' 

oxprossiug tho eoro of' his vision of' nature. His s·tark 

paintings re:f'l..oc'tod tho starkness of' his tiorld g or as Kloe 

believed - the more li.orri:f'ying tho 't.,orld 11 tho more abstract 
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its art., His a·,..,arenoss of' this starlmoss became intonsi­

:fied by tho deaths of' his at::lsociates, August Haclr.e and 

Marc; anct.tho presence o:f.death remained soldom :far :from 

the sur:t'uco in his paintings .. ''', 
~ 

'l'ho 'Alpine sccno bocomos a. terrif~yi:ng 11 icy :U1f'ini ty 
.... 

pervaded by an -uncanny silence and emptiness.,. The o.rid 
i ' (. 

void is engu.lf'od by the cold light of a di v:lno surh Tho 

austerity, o:f' tho landscape is relieved only by tho :frail 

branches of' a treQ 11 pitted!) like man. against a deathly 

Gnviromnorl t 'it 

The troo-:f'orm as a symbol o:f man beeomos a metamor­

phosis ... a ro:f'loetion of' monlls merciless movement towards 

his destiny,- lvhieh in 1929 11 1vhon K1ee painted ltBef'ore tho 

Snown, amounted to th.o plunge into tho Grout Doprossion11 

The l:L:fo of' tho tree ovolvos ·t.m.fards cleat~ - the vi tal 

greer).S turn to :rust? and :fina11y 0 th.o lvinter absorbs tho 

li:f'e-f'orcc into :l ts eold ,;thi to• and the branches aoom to 

tn-:1. the in agony agninst the looming dttrknoss beyond .. 

The Second llforld War induced a rsnet1od intensity of' 

expression in England. In the grip of' a fearful upheaval, 

man is exposed to the devastating violence of' immense 

f'oJ."'ces. fiUJnan activity becomes divino violance .... u·avos of' 

Lu.:ftttrnf'f'c bombers boeomo the implements o:f cosmie ln'ath .. 

Man is tho t>i tiful victim of' tho gods~>· 

Graham Suthorla:nd, like IUeo 7 usod the f'ol."m of' a 

troo as a symbol of' man., DisembowQlled by tho impact of' 

a stray bomb~ a blast(;)d oak becomes a m0taphor of human 

f:luf':f'oring. Exposed to oxtremG torturo~ the gap:i.ng t1"UD.k 

of' tho troe sooms to· seroa.m in pain; tho .gnarled roots 

become f'ingoJ:."S t'lbich claw . the ground, desperately :fighting 

pain bef'ore submission to doath., 

Tho symbolic elcprossion o£ human su:f:foring is ag;ain 

a:pparont in Suthcrlan.d • s . nl'ho~ Cross" , 'tvbioh tvas exocutc:d 

af'ter the tvar., The expo:rionco of' pain in hUman terms is 

do.niocl,. Rather an ompa.t.hy 1d th the cruci:fb.:iol'l i(s eroatod 
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through the harsh, .. iaggoll thorns of an ieon of: donth 9 't.;-·d.ch 

suggests an un:fruuilio.r, unworldly suf'foring., Tho painting 

may recall the oxporienco of' a battlC'lgrou:nd., 'l'he: cross is 

like o. man-made thing with its moaning d:i.st01."tod and 

changed by \'ITEI.ro Tho crueif'ixio11 is a shattered f'oneo ~ri th 

a biza:rro tanglo of' barbod-'tiil""O and tho dClbris of' destruc­

tion crmming the post .... a symbol of' warl! devnstntion and 

suf'f'ering,. 

"Totes r.teor", painted in 1940 by Paul Nash, is a 

powerfUl vision of universal and eternal deathp reflecting 

the ever-recurl."ing 'tvavos o:f destruction duri11g the Dlitz. 

The tvroc1:>:age of' Gorman v.rarplanos forms o.. sea .... a t'll.rist::i.ng? 

"tv:rithing tide of destructive monsters t-Thich roar up and 

crash onto the beaeb# wave upon t1o.ve, endlessly., Tha sea 

of' death :ls unrel.onti.ng - no hint of so.lvat:lon 11 no del.ivor­

anea., Death is as persistent as the l-Taves '',r•oak., Death is 

total., 
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'the t'!orld trcmb!lcd bo:fore the h:rutal aton:t1 of blitz­

kr::teg~ Sirens whined the daath-lmoll and men heard tho 

distant drone oi:'"' their appx•oaching destiny f{ Ci t:i.es 

perished in. thm 't'rhirling inf'erno . hurled on them f'rorn the 

akyq l4an had :f'asll.ionod his own: :fate ... h.e had become like 

the gods, and the gods 't-lere destroying themselves'~' 

Yggdras.il survived tho· con:flagration., A new race 

sprang f'rom ·tho rubble of' ruined eitics;r. Hem~ horoos and 

gods 1ivo togothor in contentment in a modern suburban 

Valhalla."' Tho t;;dld beast is dead¢~ The last echoes of' 

Thor's old-£'asb.ioned thunder died am:ty in 1945; and bright 

Baldur, having wnply lit his brave nel1 world <cvith Hiro­

shima mushrooms~ no'tv plays peacor.nal-to:r at the U.N .. 

' ,:.::--
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