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Identifying aesthetic experience

Ariana van Heerden
University of Pretoria

E-mail: arianavanheerden@gmail.com

Aesthetic experience is a combined psychological, neurological, affective phenomenon. Aesthetic
experience is not necessarily reducible to positive hedonic tone or positive emotions. It is known
to occur when objects or events lose their pragmatic meaning and transcend into a novel symbolic
reality. Neuroimaging studies have revealed that distinct cortical areas are activated when observers
focus on the pragmatic or aesthetic aspects of art, leading aesthetic experience to be associated with
other exceptional brain states such as flow. This article aims to assist art scholars, aficionados or
practitioners to identify their own aesthetic experience, by discussing factors that express it.

Key words: pragmatic and symbolic meaning, subject-object aesthetic experience, neuroimaging.

Verduideliking van estetiese ervaring

Estetiese ervaring is ’'n gesamentlike psigologiese, neurologiese, affektiewe verskynsel. Estetiese
ervaring is nie noodwendig tot 'n positiewe hedonistiese gesteldheid of positiewe emosies herleibaar
nie. Dit is bekend dat dit ervaar word wanneer objekte of gebeure hulle pragmatiese betekenis
verloor en in 'n nuwe simboliese werklikheid transendeer. Studies van neurobeeldvorming het
getoon dat uitkenbare areas in die korteks geaktiveer word wanneer betragters op die pragmatiese of
estetiese aspekte van kuns konsentreer, wat daartoe aanleiding gee dat estetiese ervaring met ander
buitengewone breintoestande soos vloei vereenselwig word. Die doel met hierdie artikel is om faktore
wat estetiese ervaring uitdruk, te bespreek ten einde diegene wat kuns bestudeer, ondersteuners of
praktiserende kunstenaars in staat te stel om hulle eie estetiese ervaring te herken.

Sleutelwoorde: pragmatiese en simboliese betekenis, estetiese ervaring van onderwerp-objek,
neurobeeldvorming

esthetic experience is not synonymous with aesthetic preference. Beauty, or aesthetic

preference, may be a precursor to the aesthetic experience provided it transcends its

biological, psychological and social functions. Beauty thus needs to transcend from
its pragmatic (extrinsic) to aesthetic (intrinsic) values. In this article beauty is not referred to
philosophically, but rather to that which the viewer prefers in a hedonic way. It is only when
objects lose their pragmatic meaning and transcend into a novel symbolic reality that an
aesthetic experience is known to occur. Everyday perception is generally oriented toward the
identification of objects — thus the pragmatic. Artists engage their craft (stylistic and structural
properties) to evoke subjective reactions from the viewer, thus transcending the act of object
recognition alone. Aesthetic experience is known to occur when an exceptional object-subject
relationship exists.

Experimental psychologists Siobodan Marcovi¢ and Ana Radonji¢ (2008: 252) suggest that
the perceptual experience of any everyday visual object can be defined as a complex amalgam
consisting of sensory/perceptual descriptions (explicit features such as form, colour, depth),
affective/emotional evaluations (implicit features such as hedonic tone, arousal, relaxation) and
conceptual/cognitive aspects (recognition of thematic or informational content). They propose,
in a ground-breaking way, that art perception alone is possibly the only salient example of
how sensory descriptions, emotions and higher cognitive processes are intrinsically involved
in the articulation of unique conscious experience. I liken their reference to unique conscious
experience with aesthetic experience.

SAJAH, ISSN 0258-3542, volume 33, number 4, 2018: 1-12



In this article the focus is on aesthetic experience with art, as opposed to, for example,
music. Object refers to that which is being viewed or observed — in turn, subject is the person
doing the viewing or observing. This article proceeds with a historical review of predominantly
empirical studies of aesthetics in art, leading on to a discussion of scholarly approaches to
aesthetic experience and how this fascinating phenomenon comes about. The latter part of the
article is dedicated to discussing ways of identifying when engaged in aesthetic experience.

Studies of aesthetics in art

Psychologist Joydeep Bhattacharya and neurophysiologist Hellmuth Petsche (2002: 179) suggest
that from the early history of civilisation the appreciation of visual art as well as its production
have been deeply embedded in human nature. One could argue that it is due to the neural
assemblies of the human brain that any art exists at all. The same authors further posit that, despite
numerous research developments in aesthetics and cognitive science, the connection between the
two remains reasonably unexplored. Awareness of the deep interrelationship between aesthetics
and cognitive science is a relatively recent development and is not readily accepted by some
art historians. Art historian Ernst Gombrich (2000) challenged the neuroscientists Vilayanur
Ramachandran and William Hirstein’s (1999) theory of human artistic experience and the
neural mechanisms that mediate it. More recently art historian John Hyman (2010) responded
with a scathing philosophical critique of both neurobiologist Semir Zeki and Ramachandran’s
understanding and explanation of visual art.

Ramachandran and Edward Hubbard (2003: 68) suggest that the explanation of aesthetics
lies in an understanding of the connections between the visual centres in the brain and the
emotional limbic structures (and of the internal logic and evolutionary rationale that drive them).
The same authors (2003: 46-69) further suggest that 90 per cent of the variance in art is driven
by cultural diversity and only ten per cent by universal laws that are common to all human
brains. They emphasise that art is not about realism, but rather involves deliberate hyperbole,
exaggeration, even distortion, that create pleasing effects in the brain. To this end they have
devised a list of universal laws of art (which borrow insights from ethology, neurophysiology
and psychology), each of which can be tested experimentally.’

The experimental studies conducted by German psychologists Ernst Heinrich Weber and
Gustav Theodor Fechner in the last quarter of the nineteenth century pioneered the measurement
of how sensations vary systematically as a function of physical stimulation. Experimental
psychology can thus be viewed as first attempts to quantify a human experience that could
be regarded as essentially qualitative in nature. It was Fechner who, in 1876, first proposed
a scientific approach to aesthetics with empirical studies of observable data and a procedure
based on experimentation and quantitative measurement. These included, for example, studies
on geometric shapes and individuals’ aesthetic preferences. Albert Chandler (1928) was one of
the first psychologists of art to publish in English on “experimental aesthetics” which included
statistical and laboratory experiments involving quantitative measurement. Philosopher Thomas
Munro (1948) offers a comprehensive discourse on American, British and German philosophical
and scientific approaches to aesthetics and the psychology of art, inclusive of the various data-
capturing methods used from 1918 onwards. The methods, at that stage, included amongst others,
questionnaires, self-observation and case studies.? Up until the 1950s experimental psychologists
had shown very little interest in the study of aesthetics — with noteworthy exceptions such as
Rudolf Arnheim, Paul Farnsworth, Thomas Munro, and Max Schoen (Wallach 1959). Munro
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(1948: 226) referred to the psychology of art as a branch of applied psychology, which in turn
was considered to be an outgrowth of the older subject known as “aesthetics”.>* Hyman (2010:
245) suggests that philosophers still disagree amongst themselves about ideas on aesthetics that
were raised in the fourth century Bp.*

Atradition in research on art (in the broad sense) developed in the 1960s which emphasised
controlled laboratory research. Daniel Berlyne’s experiments, which typically included skin
conductance, revealed over time that the hedonic qualities of artistic stimuli were traced to
changes in arousal, and that hedonic qualities of art came from biological systems of reward
(Berlyne 1967; Berlyne 1971).° In this regard arousal denotes physiological activation that can
be measured — besides skin conductance (already mentioned), body temperature and heart rate
are examples. Over time this model did not stand firm as a single system of arousal-and-reward
— more recent studies “decouple” markers of arousal, for example, electrodermal responses and
cardiovascular responses may decouple during the appraisal of an event (Silvia 2005). Recent
empirical studies have expanded the context for explaining responses to art — in particular
neurocognitive approaches to the psychology of aesthetics (Chatterjee et al. 2008; Hofel and
Jacobsen 2008; Brandt 2009), reviews of studies of comparative neurology involved in aesthetic
appreciation (Nadal and Peters 2008), neurocognitive approaches to art observation (Fairhall
and Ishai 2008) and neurobiological approaches to aesthetics (Zeki and Lamb 1994; Zeki and
Marini 1998; Zeki 1998, 2001, 2002; Ramachandran and Hirstein 1999). An overview of studies
on aesthetics would be incomplete without investigating the role that emotions play in art, as
discussed in the following section.

Art and emotions

Social psychologist Paul Silvia (2005) states that emotions and art are intimately related.
Whereas this statement may seem overly obvious, “the study of art and the study of emotions,
as areas of scientific inquiry, both languished during much of the last century. It is not surprising
that the behavioral emphasis on observable action over inner experience would lead to a neglect
of research on aesthetics” (Silvia 2005: 342). In a review of developments vis-a-vis emotional
responses to art (but not of art making), Silvia (2005: 342) further explains that both art and
emotion resurfaced in psychology more or less simultaneously during the 1960s and 1970s,
when psychologists began developing theories of basic emotions where experimental studies
were conducted focusing on hedonic qualities in art. Studies of emotional responses to art
(which did not include recorded responses of art making) became noteworthy with Berlyne’s
new experimental aesthetics. Researchers Ariana van Heerden and Marth Munro (2014: 140)
mention appraisal theories “where the central assumption is that subjective evaluation of events,
not events themselves, is the local cause of emotional experience. With reference to emotional
aspects of aesthetics, interest seems to be the emotion most central to the aesthetic experience,
however, typically, interest increases with training and knowledge”.

Emotions are interconnected with artistic appraisal. Marcovi¢ (2012: 10-11) explains that
complementing (or reactive) emotions tend to reflect the emotions in real life, whereas responding
(reflective) emotions are generated by the structure of the artwork itself. “Reflective orientation
is evidently more important for aesthetic experience because it connects and unites the diverse
contextual relations and the polyvalent meanings into a coherent aesthetic (artistic) whole”.
Aesthetic emotions are not oriented to the satisfaction of bodily needs (such as thirst or sexual



appetite) but rather to the aesthetic object itself. Being awed, moved, fascinated, enraptured are
examples of such, and not reducible to everyday emotions.

Art and cognition

Behavioural neurologists Anli Liu and Bruce Miller (2008: 471) suggest that art, language, and
music represent the highest forms of creativity of our species. Art, compared with language and
music in terms of neurological underpinnings, is still largely poorly understood. Core common
features of visual art could be described as follows: art begins with a mental image (realistic or
improbable, past or present); the artist then manipulates materials to actualise such amental image.
“This aspect of ‘human intervention’ distinguishes natural objects such as flowers or landscape
from art, unless they are purposefully exhibited as objects worthy of special consideration (e.g.,
found art)” (Liu and Miller 2008: 471). Such manipulation is twofold — with the material, as well
as in the mind.® Furthermore, they suggest that art is a means of communication (as is language);
and that art is original.’

Liu and Miller (2008: 471), moreover, describe a framework suggested by neuroscientist
Anjan Chatterjee (2003) for understanding artwork by employing two axes. The first axis
involves purpose. This may be either descriptive (to represent the real world) or expressive (to
communicate an internal state): “The entire brain participates in the production of an artistic
piece, but research suggests that the process of copying an ‘accurate representation of the
real world’ relies strongly on the nondominant parietal lobe, while pulling up internal images
activates memory systems in the temporal areas”.

In other words, descriptive art (as in copying) relies on the non-dominant (relating to
handedness) parietal lobe, whereas expressive art activates the memory system. In this regard
neuroscientists Christopher Belkofer and Lukasz Konopka (2008: 61) suggest that temporal
lobe activation (such as in research employing electrical stimulation) may be related to the
bubbling up of memories (suppressed or forgotten) that occur in art making. “These implicit
memories, which are directly responsible for the formation of various emotional states, are
primarily stored in the limbic regions deep within the temporal lobes.” In turn, art making may
activate the temporal lobes and in so doing elicit dormant memories, emotions and possible
sensations. Chatterjee’s second axis describes the content matter, presumed to be perceptual
or conceptual: “Perceptually based content includes more sensory information, including light,
color, form, texture, faces, and scenes. Conceptually based content, on the other hand, may be
abstracted, symbolic, and simplified. This division between perception and concept contrasts
the strengths of the dominant versus the nondominant hemisphere” (Liu and Miller 2008: 471).

Calvo-Merino et al. (2008: 913) state that in general neuroaesthetic studies seem to
demonstrate an important role of prefrontal areas in aesthetic evaluation. They suggest that
at least two broad brain networks may be involved in this process in which one is primarily
perceptual, centered on sensory and attentional regions of the brain. The second, centered on the
prefrontal cortex, appears to be primarily cognitive and points to hedonic activity. If participants
liked a painting (as opposed to disliking), brain activity was found to occur in both visual and
prefrontal areas, which included the occipital gyri and fusiform gyri which occur bilaterally in
the visual cortex. Like Calvo-Merino et al., Cupchik et al. (2009) report on neuroimaging studies
that have revealed that distinct cortical areas are activated when observers focus on the pragmatic
(right fusiform gyrus) and aesthetic (bilateral insula) aspects of paintings (the pragmatic and
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aesthetic aspects are explained more fully in the following section). These researchers attribute
the involvement of the bilateral insula in aesthetic perception to subjective experience of
emotion and suggest that aesthetic experience is a function of the interaction between top-down
(intentional) orienting of attention and bottom-up (constructive) perceptual input (Cupchik et al.
2009: 89-90).8 The pragmatic depends on stylistic factors such as, amongst others, recognisable
content; linear or painterly dimensions; representational-abstract discriminations; and edges
or luminance. This could, for example, activate the lateral prefrontal cortex, parietal lobes or
the precuneus. The aesthetic (and more affective) aspects of paintings (that were used in the
experiments) were found to activate the bilateral insula of the brain. Cupchik et al. further report
that apropos study findings, soft-edged art works, for example, are associated with the aesthetic
(or symbolic) conditions, whereas hard-edged works are associated with pragmatic (everyday)
conditions.

It is against this background of preliminary investigation that the aesthetic experience is
further examined.

Aesthetic experience

A distinction needs to be made at the outset between aesthetic experience and phenomena such
as aesthetic preference. Markovi¢ (2012: 2) explains that liking something or the judgement of
beauty as belonging to the domain of “everyday experience with everyday objects”, thus the
pragmatic. An example is when beauty becomes a vehicle for the satisfaction of bodily needs or
an aspect of goal-directedness (thus pragmatic). When beauty transcends its inherent function
(whether biological, psychological or social) it has the potential to transform into a new aesthetic
and symbolic reality. Thus, beauty must transcend from its extrinsic, or pragmatic values to
intrinsic, or aesthetic values. Gerontologist Robert McCrae (2007), in examining aesthetic
chills experienced as transient emotional responses to music or art, suggests that individuals
high in openness are, amongst other attributes, tolerant of ambiguity and able to make remote
and unusual associations. Openness here, is seen “in the breadth, depth, and permeability of
consciousness, and in the recurrent need to enlarge and examine experience” (McCrae 2007: 6).
This is important when considering the possibility that sad, ugly or disturbing objects may elicit
an aesthetic experience with potentially enlarging affect and effect. I agree with Marcovi¢ (2012:
9) that for the interpretation of sophisticated symbolic meaning specific declarative knowledge is
required which is regarded as expertise (or explicit knowledge). Clinical psychologists Lengger
et al. (2007) suggest that aesthetic understandings are based on gradual acquisition of insights
attained through education. However, I posit that the ability for creative thinking and openness
to experience are equally useful when appraising narratives (implicit knowledge).’

Aesthetic experience can be viewed as a psychological process during which a special
kind of object-subject relationship exists, when the subject’s attention is fully focused on the
object whilst everyday concerns or events are restrained or suppressed (Cupchik and Winston
1996; Ognjenovi¢ 1991). The result is a strong experience of identification or unity with the
object and an exceptional relationship with the object of fascination and aesthetic appraisal. The
primary condition for this relationship is that an object should transcend from the pragmatic
(everyday) to the aesthetic (symbolic) stage of meaning. Thus, the aesthetic experience does not
emerge automatically — “it is the result of an ecological and social context which specifies the
specific subject-object relationship” (Marcovi¢ 2012: 13).



Marcovi¢ (2012: 12) describes the aesthetic experience as an exceptional state of mind,
singularly different from everyday mental states. Markovi¢ (2012: 1-3) furthermore refers to
definitions of aesthetic experience as being qualitatively different from everyday experience, yet
similar to other exceptional states of mind. Exceptional states of mind that share characteristics
with aesthetic experience are phenomena such as flow, peak experience, “Aha” experience,
mindfulness, spiritual transcendence, absorption, presence and the “Ah” experience in art
appreciation.'” Such states strongly resemble descriptive factors of the brain state referred to
as flow, in that the person in question is fascinated by a particular object to the exclusion of the
surrounding environment, self-awareness is reduced, and the sense of time either speeds up
or slows down. This induces “amplified arousal and attention [which] provide the additional
energy which is needed for the effective appraisal of symbolism and compositional regularities
in ‘virtual” aesthetic realities” (Marcovi¢ 2012: 12). (As with physiological arousal referred to
previously, arousal here denotes a change in data readings caused by a trigger, resulting in neural
or cognitive activation).

Cupchik et al. (2009: 89) found that since aesthetic perception is inherently self-referential,
maintaining attention “on internally generated conditions”, or as autotelic action [my addition],
this may be an important component of the aesthetic experience.

Markovi¢ (2012: 3) suggests that there are three distinctive characteristics that the aesthetic
experience share with such other phenomena:

* The motivational, orientational or attentive aspects: during the aesthetic experience there is focus on
an object or activity to the exclusion (or suppression) of all else; a loss of self-consciousness; and an
induction of a distortion of the experience of time. Cupchik et al. (2009: 84) suggest that aesthetic
experience is regarded as a psychological process involving attention focused on the object and the
suppression of everyday concerns. These descriptors appear as various “text book” descriptors of the
brain state known as flow."

The cognitive (semantic, symbolic and imaginative) aspects: during the aesthetic experience aesthetic
objects and events are appraised against the context of a symbolic or “virtual” reality. Such objects
or events then transcend their everyday utility and connotations.

* The affective aspect: during the aesthetic experience an exceptional emotional experience takes
place where a strong feeling of merging by the observer with the object of aesthetic fascination is
discernible. This is referred to as exceptional subject-object experience.

Aesthetic experience has been tested variously, in terms of factorial structures of artworks,
which are discussed in the following section.

Factorial structures of artworks present during the aesthetic experience

Both implicit as well as explicit features can be present during an aesthetic experience. In
broad terms implicit features could be regarded as subjective, and explicit features as objective.
Markovi¢ and Dragan Jankovi¢ (2001) and Markovi¢ and Radonji¢ (2008) conducted experiments
in which representative descriptors of connotative meaning were selected from frequently used
adjectives that participants chose in descriptions of concepts. They found that explicitly viewed
features could include the awareness of shape, colour, size, position or orientation, whereas
the implicit domain refers to aspects or value judgements that the viewer brings to the scene
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(authors’ term — one could interpret scene as “that which is being viewed”, or the object). It is
thus the implicit features of a scene that tend to play a dominant role in aesthetic experience.

Implicit factors can be classified in the following three groups: 1) Evaluation or hedonic
tone which could contain value judgements such as good-bad; pleasant-unpleasant; 2) Potency
or arousal, for example evaluations such as weak-strong; interesting-uninteresting; and 3)
Activity or uncertainty, for example active-passive; complex-simple. Examples of adjective
pairs in order to define implicit features of art works could include: balanced-unbalanced;
clear-blurred; healthy-sick: interesting-boring; arranged-chaotic; dynamic-static; flexible-rigid,
etcetera (Markovi¢ and Radonji¢ 2008: 236). As mentioned in the previous paragraph, implicit
features tend to be imposed onto the art work by the viewer.

Explicit features refer to stylistic features of artworks, such as the importance of colour
and shape. Other explicit features refer to subjective elements such as the artist’s beliefs or the
importance of emotions; realism which points to the importance of reproduction; or classicism
which refers to composition and impressionism. Examples of adjective pairs in order to define
explicit features of artworks could include: oval contours-sharp contours: dominant figure-
dispersed composition; light-dark; neat-messy; ornate-plain; realistic-abstract, etcetera. Explicit
features tend to refer to directly perceived properties of paintings.

Markovi¢ and Radonji¢ (2008: 249-50) empirically specified a factor that expresses
the aesthetic experience: fascinating, irresistible, unique, exceptional and inexpressible. Such
definitions indicate that the aesthetic experience exceeds judgements of aesthetic objects (such
as paintings) which could be deemed to possess either explicit and/or implicit aspects, which
were discussed earlier. The aesthetic experience can thus also be induced by everyday objects
such as natural scenes. Indeed, in order to increase the variability of responses, a variety of
provocative objects could be included as stimuli — both artistic and non-artistic.

Having discussed factorial structures of artworks present during the aesthetic experience,
identifying factors that express aesthetic experience follows below.

Factors that express the aesthetic experience

Calvo-Merino et al. (2008: 912) refer to the aesthetic experience as a psychological state,
resulting from a particular type of sensory stimulus. The aesthetic experience can involve two
types of evaluation: “[O]ne attributes intrinsic perceptual properties to the stimulus (e.g. ‘it is
beautiful’), and the second characterises the observer’s response attitude to the stimulus (e.g.‘I
like it”).” Aesthetics can be approached from two different perspectives: objectivist theories
rely on the induction of the aesthetic experience by stimuli (such as the golden section) in
order for the perceiver to experience the symmetry, balance, complexity and order of an image;
subjectivist theories, on the other hand, maintain that attitudes (such as taste and preference)
reliant on familiarity or cultural environment, will produce the aesthetic experience.

Academics in the field of marketing, Annamma Joy and John Sherry (2003), argue that
the memorability of aesthetic experience occurs when mind and body are intertwined, referred
to as embodiment. They aver that one or the other becomes more prominent, depending on the
content, and suggest that embodiment processes can be understood at two levels — these are the
phenomenological and the cognitive unconscious.'? Their research on art museum experiences
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explored to what extent people see, hear, feel, taste and smell art and found that perception is
synesthetic (in which several of the senses are included, resulting in a holistic appreciation of the
object). The same authors (2003: 261) propose that the term cognitive include any mental process
of multisensory and neural processing — they argue that bodies move, experience through the
senses, and act in conjunction with thought and speech within a space, “for people experience
themselves simultaneously in and as their bodies”. In this regard it is useful to consider the
contingent nature of a situated experience such as an installation not housed within a museum
(which could be considered elitist and in which objects considered to be of value are exhibited
in temperature-controlled environments) but rather in a more democratic outdoor and public
setting such as a park, open to the elements.

Phenomenological philosopher Maurice Merleau-Ponty (1962) suggests that perception
consists of a physiological event as well as an intellectual judgement, since perceived objects
are germane to a context. The ability to perceive thus becomes an acquired body skill. Such
skills start evolving at a young age through observation, trial and error, practice and acquired
experience. Experience and resultant competence can thus be the result of the body simply
taking over — expertise can lead to action without a particular goal ever becoming prominent in
a person’s mind. Again, this reminds of the flow brain state, when the body performs an action
implicitly once skills and/or expertise have been embedded. Of importance for the context
of this article, is that Merleau-Ponty (1962: 383) refers to the virtual body as a dimension of
embodied existence which exceeds bodily skills to also include aesthetic activities — creativity
and imagination are closely tied to the incarnate body and are placed at the centre of embodied
life.

Markovi¢ (2012: 4-5) found through correlational analysis, a link between high arousal
and aesthetic fascination — the higher the attention and concentration, the more extensive and
longer-lasting the aesthetic fascination of the subject towards the object tended to be. It is
interesting to note that aesthetic experience is not correlated with the experience of regularity
and compositional harmony of paintings. In a previous study Markovi¢ (2010) concluded that
the object of aesthetic experience needed to be, above all, arousing and interesting. Silvia
(2005: 343) also suggests that “stimuli high in complexity, novelty, uncertainty and conflict can
increase arousal”. Berlyne (1971) referred to arousal potential in which interest is determined
by collative variables such as novelty, uncertainty and complexity and found that the greater the
uncertainty, the greater the interest would be. Silvia (2005: 347-50) notes various experiments
that tested how appraisals affect interest in art — participants who felt better able to understand
visually complex art, found themselves attracted to more visually complex art, even though such
art was not necessarily more enjoyable. Participants tended to spend more time viewing images
that were higher in complexity, or when additional information such as titles or descriptions of
art were offered. For complex pictures, ability to understand the art that was viewed strongly
predicted interest. Interest increased as appraised ability increased.

Conclusion

Aesthetic experience is qualitatively different from everyday experience. Rather, it is similar to
other exceptional states of mind. I suggest that from an attentional perspective a subject is having
an aesthetic experience when, whilst engaging with the object, focus on the object occurs to the
exclusion (or suppression) of all else; when the subject experiences a loss of self-consciousness
and an induction of a distortion of the experience of time ensues. From a cognitive perspective,
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likelihood of aesthetic experience is emphasised when the object is appraised against the context
of a symbolic or “virtual” reality; when it transcends its everyday utility and connotations
and allows the subject to peer into what is not known, rather than into what is known. It then
becomes an enlarging experience during which the subject could be flooded with metaphoric
and symbolic associations. Affectively, an exceptional emotional experience takes place where
a strong feeling of merging with the object of aesthetic fascination occurs. Aesthetic experience
is not necessarily reducible to positive hedonic tone or positive emotions. Objects that do not
elicit positive affect can still embody exceptional subject-object aesthetic experience, where
the after-effect can be both unsettling and exhilarating. The proviso is that the object must be
arousing and interesting.

Without the viewer’s involvement, some artworks will at best remain pragmatic. This points
to an internally generated (autotelic) action. I further suggest that without openness to experience
tolerant of ambiguity and able to make remote and unusual associations, the subject may not
be drawn to regard certain objects as significant. When openness to experience is prevalent,
seemingly eccentric objects can push the subject’s threshold of perception and imagination
in which the pragmatic translates to the aesthetic (the embodiment of associations that the
subject’s understanding, or lack thereof, holds). Recall that the pragmatic depends on stylistic
factors such as recognisable content or representational-abstract discriminations associated with
everyday experience with everyday objects. Some objects defy such comfort. Recall also that
the aesthetic experience does not emerge automatically. Rather it is the result of an ecological
and social context which amplifies the specific subject-object relationship. The result is a strong
experience of unity with the object and an exceptional relationship with the object of fascination
— in cognitive terms the object elicits a rich top-down/bottom-up engagement with the viewer.
The experience is then truly a combined psychological, neurological, affective phenomenon
resulting in novel symbolic reality. As mentioned in the introduction, art perception alone is
possibly the only salient example of how sensory descriptions, emotions and higher cognitive
processes are intrinsically involved in the articulation of this unique conscious experience. As
a definitive statement this, however, requires further investigation and comparison with, for
example, music perception and thus remains speculative.

Notes

1

An example offered by Ramachandran and
Hubbard (2003: 55) is that cells in the fusiform
gyrus of the brain respond powerfully to
individual faces.

complexity, novelty, uncertainty and conflict
contributed to arousal and appeal. The second
system of reward was the primary aversion
system, which generated negative affect
whenever arousal potential increased (Silvia

2 In particular, Munro (1948) discusses work 2005: 343).
done by Chandler, Miiller-Freienfels and Plaut.
In this article various authors refer to “mind”.
3 For more on experimental psychology and Mind connotes the brain.
aesthetics see Dessoir, Fechner, Witmer,
Legowski and Thorndike. Some art is indeed original but I do not agree
that all art is original. Such a debate would
4 Aesthetics, in this article, refer not to require a separate inquiry altogether, proceeding
philosophical concepts of beauty as such, but with definitions of what art is. That falls outside
rather to visual art and responses thereto. of the focus of this article.
5 Berlyne referred to the primary reward system, There are two general processes involved

which generated positive affect whenever
arousal potential increased. He postulated that

in sensation and perception. Eric Kandel
(2016: 22-3) describes top-down information



as cognitive influences and higher-order
mental functions such as attention, imagery,
expectations and learned visual associations.
Bottom-up processing receives information
from the senses, which is often ambiguous —
the brain then engages top-down processing
to resolve what remains unclear. This could be
referred to as guessing, based on experience,
the meaning of the image in front of one. “Our
brain does this by constructing and testing a
hypothesis. Top-down information places the
image into a personal psychological context,
thereby conveying different meanings about it
to different people.”

9 Art expertise is discussed in an interesting
article by Augustin and Leder (2006).
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Travelling through time: the aesthetic experience and
Rogier van der Weyden’s The Descent from the Cross

Ingrid Stevens
Tshwane University of Technology

E-mail: ingridelisestevens@gmail.com

Although I more commonly write about contemporary South African art and crafts, I aim in this
article to examine and explain the powerful effect that Rogier van der Weyden’s painting, (dated
before 1443) The Descent from the Cross, had on me. I will avoid any religious explanation or
interpretation, but will instead use a theoretical framework to contextualize powerful contrasts in
the work, based on writings by contemporary writers on aspects of the aesthetic experience. Then
I will interpret the painting in terms of its characteristics as a painting, as opposed to any other art
form, analyzing its visual characteristics, and finally I will apply a psychoanalytic reading based on
writings of Freud on Eros and Thanatos and Jung on archetypes. I will consider the position of the
viewer vis-a-vis a painting that is almost 600 years old, from another place and time, and the kinds of
experiences this engenders. One of these is the sense of being transported through time.

Key words: Rogier van der Weyden, painting, aesthetic experience, visual characteristics,

psychoanalytic interpretation

Reisende deur tyd: die estetiese ervaring en Rogier van der Weyden se
Die Afdaling vanaf die Kruis
Alhoewel ek gewoonlik oor kontemporére Suid-Afrikaanse kuns en kunsvlyt skryf, poog ek in hierdie
artikel om die dieproerende indruk wat Rogier van der Weyden se Kruisafname (voor 1443 geskilder)
op my gemaak het, te ondersoek en te verduidelik. Ek vermy enige godsdiensverduideliking of
—interpretasie en gaan eerder 'n teoretiese raamwerk gebruik om die kragtige kontraste in die werk te
kontekstualiseer, gebasseer op werke van kontemporére skrywers en aspekte van estetiese ervaring.
Ek vertolk dan die skildery ten opsigte van kenmerke as 'n skildery, in teenstelling met enige ander
kunsvorm, deur analisering van visuele kenmerke. Ten slotte pas ek ’n psigoanalitiese vertolking
toe, gebasseer op werke van Freud oor Eros en Thanatos en Jung se argitipes. Ek beskou die kyker
se standpunt ten opsigte van ’n skildery wat bykans 600 jaar oud is, uit 'n ander plek en tyd, en die
verskillende ervarings wat daardeur gegenereer word. Een hiervaan is onder andere die belewenis
van wegvoering na ‘n ander tyd.
Sleutelwoorde: Rogier van der Weyden, skildery, estetiese ervaring, visuele kenmerke,
psigoanalitiese interpretasie

ogier van der Weyden’s masterpiece,' The Descent from the Cross (also known as The
Deposition) is one of the paintings that has moved me more than any other, this despite

y having no religious response or Christian beliefs that might arise in many other
viewers,” and also despite my having a greater interest in contemporary art and craft than in
historical art. Given Umberto Eco’s (1979) much quoted notion of the “open text”, a viewer
is now permitted, even encouraged, to interpret and respond to artworks from his or her own
perspective, rather than trying to discover the intentions of the artist or author. This painting
certainly aroused a strong aesthetic experience in me and in this article I will take up the challenge
of examining this response that cannot necessarily be said to have come from the subject matter,
nor from my own particular interest in such art. What struck me was the breath-taking beauty of
the work. According to Bruyn (s.a), beauty cannot be explained by reason, but “is understood
through intuition and experienced with human feeling and emotion. An aesthetic experience
could include a mixture of feeling, such as pleasure, rage, grief, suffering and joy”, and in this
work, I would argue, it is the powerful contrasts in many aspects of it, so great as to almost be
described as conflicts or contradictions, that most impact on the viewer, who can spend years
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analyzing its anomalies and strangeness, as well as its myriad details and great beauty. I shall
attempt to analyse my personal response in a scholarly way.

Figure 1
Rogier van der Weyden. The Descent from the Cross (The Deposition), before 1443, oil on oak panel, 220
X 262 cm, Museo del Prado, Madrid (retrieved from the public domain https://wikipedia.org/wiki/The_
Descent_from_the_Cross_(van_der_Weyden).

The aesthetic experience in theory

The aesthetic experience looks at art in terms of its impact on the viewer, as opposed, for
example, in terms of its expression of something about the artist, contribution to the overall
development of art, or its own inherent characteristics. Many critics consider this aesthetic
experience as the most important criterion for evaluating an artwork, and, furthermore, as
the response which defines a work as art. However it is a difficult problem to explain exactly
what this experience might be: as Markovic (2012: 1) states, it is “one of the most important
but also one of the vaguest and most poorly-specified concepts in the psychology of art and
experimental aesthetics”. Furthermore, it is not necessarily a purely spontaneous reaction to
an artwork because, for example, the art-educated viewer might respond very differently to the
viewer who is not so knowledgeable. Jauss (1982: 25) writes of the “horizon of expectations”
that each viewer brings to a work: these prior expectations either match the work or do not. So
an unsophisticated viewer may not respond to a work that lies too far outside his or her system
of references, while a more knowledgeable or art-educated viewer might find a particular work
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much more engaging. In addition, individual responses will vary over time, and in relation to
the particular psychology of each viewer. Thus, in responding to a work from another place
and historical time, (nearly six hundred years ago in this case), one can almost be said to be
travelling through time, or in another sense, to be transported. It is partly this sense of being
taken out of oneself that defines the aesthetic experience, in my view.

Critics explain the aesthetic experience in somewhat different ways. At its most basic, it
is “a special state of mind that is qualitatively different from the everyday experience” (Jauss
In Holub 1984: 73). He explains it as pleasure, which comes not only from the surrender of the
ego to the subject,’ but from the act of recognizing an object as an artwork, which he defines
as “the taking up of a position that brackets the existence of the object and thereby makes it
an aesthetic one”. This rather circuitous explanation allows that an aesthetic experience is a
creative act whereby the viewer recognizes the object as art, which gives pleasure, or he or she
identifies with the object, which gives pleasure. Certainly, it is a focus on the object while all
other concerns and objects are suppressed (Markovic 2012: 1). The Descent from the Cross was
just such an object of fascination, thus pleasure, to me, demanding that I examine every part of
it for as long and as intensely as I could, while finding it difficult to end my viewing.

However, not all critics equate the aesthetic experience with pleasure, but with a greater
variety of emotions and sensations. Levi-Strauss (1970: 17) argued that the experience consists of
avariety of complex reactions which generate excitement in the viewer: “[ A]esthetic enjoyment is
made up of this multiplicity of excitements and moments of respite, of expectations disappointed
or fulfilled beyond anticipation...”. Suffice to say, it is an experience fundamentally different
to other experiences, comparable possibly to the experience of falling in love. Certainly, I felt a
range of heightened emotions, from pleasure, to joy and excitement, to sadness and tearfulness,
and back again, and again. I will attempt to explain this chain of feelings later in this article,
in Jungian rather than religious terms (the latter might be an appropriate explanation vis-a-vis
Christian viewers).

Peter Fuller (1988) also equates the aesthetic experience broadly with a range of emotions,
associations and memories evoked in the viewer. This reflects earlier writers such as Roger Fry
(in Fuller 1988: 200) who states that art gets its force from “arousing some deep, very vague and
immensely generalized reminiscences”. Because these “memories” might not be personal, but
sub-conscious or even archetypal, it is difficult to explain exactly what they are, hence “vague”,
yet powerful. Whatever else The Descent from the Cross is about, it is undeniably about death
and mourning, in the dead figure of Christ and the women in deep mourning and grief, which
affect one both consciously and, arguably, unconsciously.

For Fuller (1988: 189), this strong reaction or experience is the most important criterion
for evaluating art, that is, the stronger the experience, the better the art. It is also the core of
his definition of art. It is for him an almost spiritual experience, a new and secular form of the
spiritual, given the withering of religion in much contemporary life. For Berenson (In Fuller
1988: 197)

[the aesthetic experience] is that flitting instant, so brief as to be almost timeless, when the spectator
is at one with the work of art. He ceases to be his ordinary self, and the picture or building, landscape
or aesthetic actuality, is no longer outside himself. The two become one entity.

Another distinctive aspect of this experience is that it is not outwardly goal-directed nor of
utilitarian use, but is self-rewarding, which makes it feel different from many other activities,
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which are goal-directed in an everyday sense. It also has little to do with taste or “preference,
liking, the judgment of beauty” (Markovic 2012: 2), so one could be strangely drawn to ugly,
morbid or grotesque works, but the experience can transcend these to acquire new meanings
in the “symbolic” realm. While the work in question is undoubtedly “beautiful” in many of its
visual qualities, it is indeed a morbid subject containing a pale, flayed, dead body; women who
are fainting, weeping or hysterical; somber men and a tomb, in a gloomy and oppressive space.*

The aesthetic experience and the visual

The first aspect that seems worth considering is the fact that this artwork is a painting. Apart
from the personal fact that I trained as a painter and would consider it a most intriguing and en-
during art form purely from the viewpoint that I know it best, paintings have their own inherent
qualities.

Many artists, especially painters it could be argued, practice a kind of world making as art
form (DiGiovanna 2007). This category, usually applied to literature and the creation of fictional
worlds, is an aesthetic approach in which “richness, connectedness and distinctness from the lived
world” (DiGiovanna 2007: 115) create other worlds, “made from nothing by use of symbols”
(Goodman 1978: 1). Paintings are inherently purely symbolic, as compared, for example, to
most sculptures, which have an actual, physical presence. Such other worlds are made from
repetition, repleteness, uniformity, an inner logic and coherence. Van der Weyden creates a very
physical, simultaneously melancholy other world, a “dense world with an immersive quality”
(DiGiovanna 2007: 120)

Painting can be seen as a very traditional art form, especially from a western perspective,
but strong arguments are still made for its relevance. Wolfson (2014), in the article How painting
can help save the world, actually, says that, while the purpose of all art making can be said to
“imbue objects with presence”, painting does this in particular (and by implication, valuable)
ways. Firstly, it takes a very simple raw material, “coloured mud”, and manages to “somehow
charge this with presence” (Wolfson 2014: 5). It has

twin aspects... . Painting offers two contradictory experiences. On the one hand, a painting is a flat
two-dimensional object... . On the other hand, a painting offers the possibility of a three-dimensional
experience, the illusion of moving into space and discovering form. Stability and instability. Fact
and imagination. Actual and fictive. ... Real and unreal. Real and more real. Painting, through the
coexistence of two seemingly opposite experiences, interwoven into an actual unity, may provide the
receptive [viewer] the possibility of moving from an experience of fragmentation into an experience
of wholeness and integration, not only within oneself but with the world at large.

So a viewer looks both at and in the painting, and it is this dual looking, claims Wolfson, that
gives it its metaphoric affect. Wollheim (1987: 47) also refers to the twofoldness of seeing that
one experiences when looking at paintings: simultaneously one sees both the surface and the
images or representation that may appear to be on, in or under this surface.

Certainly, The Descent from the Cross offers an overwhelming other world while at the
same time one is intensely aware of surface. It is a huge painting, and, hanging a little above the
viewer, its more than two metre height engulfs one, as do its ten life-sized figures. This is not a
complex world of landscapes or spaces, but of figures. The figures reflect each other, for example,
Mary’s collapsed figure echoes the body of Christ, and contrast with each other, for example,
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the solid, darker male figures as opposed to the more colourful yet more fragile female figures.
Subtle differences draw the eye, for example, the pale and delicate figure of Mary is different,
as well as distant in lateral space, from the more robust and sensuous figure of Mary Magdalene
on the far right. So, there are layers of rhythms, reflections and contrasts in this peopled other-
world. The eye moves constantly, restlessly, across their contorted limbs, convoluted drapery,
surface patterns and textures of clothing, all the while in the certain knowledge and wonder that
this is paint on a surface. This conflict can result in arousal, even elation, in the viewer.

Another visual excitation arises from the impossible space of the painting. It appears no
more than a shallow box, visually possibly thirty centimetres deep, yet it impossibly contains ten
life-sized figures, as well as the cross and a ladder. All cannot possibly fit into this space. This
paradoxical impossibility has one major effect: it pushes the figures visually into the viewer’s
space. They have nowhere else to exist, so they exist in our space — they are merely paint but
they are also intensely present. The accuracy, linearity and absolute clarity of every detail make
them more than real. One could reach up and touch the famous tear on Mary’s cheek, or stroke
a surface of brocade or velvet.

The primary, complementary contrasts of the colours of the oil paint are surprising bright,
pure and, once again, intense. Their purity is all the more surprising given the great age of the
painting, and the viewer knows two conflicting things: this is a very old object as oil paintings go,
yet the colours are more vivid and present than most colours one encounters in the contemporary
world of painting, or even in visual culture generally, I would argue. No reproduction can do
this work justice, but in reality, the vivid colour contrasts; blue against red, silver against mauve,
marble white flesh against black, make the work visually alive and pulsing, and this might
partially account for one’s experience of beauty.

The poses are just as impossible as the space. For example, Mary Magdalene, on the far
right, is twisted almost violently, with her arms raised in a beautiful arabesque framing her head,
all this seemingly completely flattened against the picture surface and not feasible in the shallow
space. Jesus and Mary are extremely elongated, and very alike in this and in their poses. Figures
echo and reflect one another, so the viewer’s eye moves constantly. This restless movement
evokes a sensation of constant alertness and excitation for eye and mind. All is brilliance and
crispness, and completely convincing as naturalism, yet the knowledge that such distorted poses
and narrow space are impossible in reality, create an effect that is dramatic, theatrical and replete
with unease, which affects one consciously but also arguably subconsciously.

This is but a brief account of the visual complexity and effectiveness of the painting and,
in its viewing, one oscillates between awareness of the visual beauty and of the sombre subject
matter.

A brief psychoanalytical perspective of the aesthetic experience

Psychoanalytic interpretations of artworks, rising largely from the writings of Carl Jung but also
of Sigmund Freud, have been very influential since their publication in the late nineteenth and
early to mid-twentieth Centuries. While such interpretations might be said to be outdated, they
have on the one hand influenced numerous psychoanalysts and on the other have entered popular
culture so as to be part of what could be termed a modern psyche or mythology. According to
Margolis (1980: 147) “even if Freudian psychoanalysis were scrapped as false science... it
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would not lose its validity for the interpretation of works of art... it is so much part of general
culture that the imagination of artists and of... persons is saturated with it”. This can be seen as
justification for its use here, to find a way to approach the subject matter of 7The Descent from the
Cross without resorting to the very obvious and much discussed religious meanings. While these
latter are valid and undoubtedly the artist’s intentions, my aim is to find reasons for the powerful
impact of the work on viewers of other or no religious persuasions.

Freud (1961) wrote in Beyond the Pleasure Principle® of the two opposing instincts or
drives, the life instinct or Eros and its opposing destructive drive, which later writers termed
Thanatos or the death instinct. The life instinct includes love, sexual instincts, the desire to live
and experience pleasure. Apart from the dead Christ, and Mary who is momentarily unconscious,
these figures are suggestive of Eros: full of life, strong emotions of love and grief, and movement.
Thanatos, on the other hand, is the drive towards death, either as self-destruction or aggression
towards others. Freud (1961: 33) refers to trauma as an aspect of the death drive, and writes
that “its function is to ensure that the organism shall follow its own path to death”, and the
acknowledgement that death is inevitable. So this painting balances these two drives, life and
death, in constant tension and conflict. This idea is taken up by Fuller (1988: 19-20), who claims
that there are certain psycho-biological aspects of human beings that do not change significantly
through time or in different cultures, so artworks that reflect, for example, sexuality, birth,
love, mourning and fear of death can arouse empathy and deep understanding. This painting
is replete with suggestions of deep love, sexuality, death and mourning, the universal aspects
of being human. This idea can be related to Jung’s notion of the collective unconscious, that
subconscious, instinctive psyche that all people share.

Jung in his approach to psychoanalysis placed great emphasis on symbols as gateways into
the subconscious, which contains primordial symbols or psychic potentials called archetypes.®
In books such as The Archetypes and the Unconscious (1959) and Man and his Symbols (1964),
Jung elaborates on the major archetypes, which include as important aspects the anima and
animus. The first is the female essence, found in both the female and male psyche, and this
painting contains a number of powerful female archetypes. Central is the mother, which Jung
described as having a mythological numinosity, being a symbol of nurture, love and care, a
principle of wisdom and spiritual exaltation. The grieving and desperate mother is likely to strike
a strong chord in most people, who share a collective unconscious and have all experienced
in some way what it is to have, or not have, a mother. Mary Magdalene is an archetype of
deep, possibly sensual, female love, while the other women are comforters and care-givers, or
mourners. All have an emotional expressiveness in facial features, figures, poses and details
such as tears, which elicits an emotional response in the viewer.

Bachelard (1983: 82-83) posited a darker side to the female archetype, which he associated
with the container or vessel: box, grave, abyss or sarcophagus, and this shallow space can
certainly arouse associations with these, in its quality of being “secret, hidden, dark,...the world
of the dead, that is terrifying and inescapable like fate”. We cannot help but be keenly aware
of death and the inevitability of it for all, and “the circuitous paths to death” (Freud 1961: 33)
when we view this painting. This is arguably its strongest message and it is what remains in
the mind long after having viewed it. The animus, or male symbols, are strong, older in a few
cases, seemingly wise, solid and supportive as they move the body or support the women. So
the painting is an interplay of male and female forces, strong archetypal symbols especially in
this extreme context.
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Conclusion

I titled this article Travelling through time: the aesthetic experience and Rogier van der Weyden s
The Descent from the Cross because, as I have tried to show, the experience of viewing a work
that arouses a powerful aesthetic experience could be seen metaphorically as travelling. One
travels back in time, in a sense, as one is aware of the relatively great age of this painting, and
that the painter lived in quite a different time and place than one’s own. This is the Northern
Renaissance, and in its crispness, clarity, grave mournfulness, detailing and in other ways, this
work is typical of its time and place. The subject matter of course refers to even older events,
although the garb and presentation is of the fifteenth century. But one travels in other ways as
well. One looks deeply at, across and into the painting, and is taken out of oneself, “transported”
as it were. One’s ego boundaries may dissolve as one becomes totally one with and absorbed
by the work, while at the same time one finds oneself in the present and in the presence of art.
One may be transported down into the unconscious, or back into one’s memories, associations
and reveries.

I would argue that it is one or a combination of such experiences that create the aesthetic
experience.

Notes

1 I feel able to refer to this painting as a half-sister of the Virgin Mary), who all help to
masterpiece as, in terms of the viewers of art, support the Virgin Mary who has fainted, while
it has impacted many viewers ever since it was the figure of Christ is lifted down from the cross
painted, and continues to do so. It was painted by a servant and Nicodemus, flanked by Joseph
as a commission in Leuven for the Chapel of of Arimathea, another servant and finally Mary
Our Lady Outside the Walls; acquired by Mary Magdalen in utmost grief. Some historians
of Hungary for her castle at Binche, and given dispute these names and attribute other names
to her nephew, Philip II of Spain before 1564, to certain of the male figures.
where after it hung in the Escorial Palace, then
transferred to the Prado Museum (7he Descent 5 Beyond the Pleasure Principle was first
from the Cross, s.d, s.p.). published in 1920.

2 On a number of occasions, when viewing the 6 I have discussed Jungian archetypes in a
painting, [ saw many viewers, laymen, nuns and number of previously published articles:
priests, kneeling, praying and weeping in front Stevens, Ingrid. 2012. Body, psyche and
of it. symbol: the paintings of Kevin Roberts, South

African Journal of Art History 27(2): 206-20;

3 According to Jauss (1982: 143), the surrender Stevens, Ingrid. 2013. The pool of the psyche:
of the ego to the subject is the common factor water in the work of Ariana van Heerden and
in all experiences of pleasure, and so is not the Kevin Roberts, South African Journal of Art
defining feature only of aesthetic experiences. History 28(2): 217-34; Stevens, Ingrid and van
An obvious comparison is to the experience of der Merwe, Jan. 2015. Anima and identity in
falling in love. artist and subject: installation artist Jan van

der Merwe and painter Kevin Roberts, South

4 It is deemed unnecessary in this account to African Journal of Art History 30(1): 158-70.
relate the narrative depicted, suffice to say More detail on Jungian archetypes can be found
that from left to right, the figures are Mary in these articles.

Cleopas (half-sister of the Virgin Mary), John
the Evangelist and Mary Salome (another
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Black ink, white fog: the genius of Tohaku Hasegawa

Gert Jakobus van Tonder
Reki-An Pavilion, Kyoto, Japan
E-mail: gvtonder@yahoo.co.uk

Could I ever forget first seeing Pine Trees, a pair of six-paneled folding screens by Tohaku Hasegawa
(1539-1610)? Created between 1593 and 1595 at the pinnacle of ink brush painting in Japan, the
work depicts a delicate grove of pine trees enveloped in thick mist. In its tenuous compositional
balance nothing seems superfluous nor lacking, appearing surprisingly fresh and contemporary in
appearance. Historical details reveal how an ambitious Hasegawa shrewdly secured patronage at a
time of fierce rivalry between established guilds, but his rise to fame rests foremost on his versatility
and virtuosic mastery of the ink brush. Pine Trees is further uniquely insightful, because a disputed
work with nearly identical composition was created in Hasegawa’s lifetime. Direct comparison
avails artists and art historians today of a probe into Hasegawa the accomplished artist, his boldness,
delicacy, overture, range, and sure hand, and more universally, as an instruction into the virtuosity
achievable with ink painting as an art form.

Key words: Tohaku Hasegawa, Pine Trees, Japan, ink brush painting

Inkswart, deinsig wit: die meesterlike hand van Tohaku Hasegawa

Kan ek ooit die eerste blik op Pine Trees, 'n stel van twee ses-paneel Japanese vou-skerms in die hand
van Tohaku Hasegawa (1539-1610) vergeet? Geskilder tussen 1593 en 1595 tydens die bloeitydperk
van ink skilderwerk in Japan, beeld die werk 'n delikate dennebos omvou in digte miswolke uit.
Geen aspek in die sensitiewe samestelling hier skiet tekort 6f kom as oorbodig voor nie, maar vertoon
verrassend vars en kontemporér. Geskiedkundige gegewens onthul hoe 'n gedrewe Hasegawa teen
gevestigde kunstenaarsgulde wedywer en vir homself begunstiging inpalm. Sy roem as kunsmeester
rus egter eerstens op sy veelsydigheid en verruklike bemeestering van die skilderkwas. Pine Trees
is verder buitengewoon insiggewend, danksy ’n betwisbare werk met bykans gelykvormige uitleg,
geskep in Hasegawa se eie leeftyd. Vandag kan kunstenaars en kunsgeskiedkundiges die twee werke
direk vergelyk om dieper begrip vir Hasegawa se tegniese bekwaambheid te bekom, en die virtuositeit
van Japanese inkskilderwerk as kunsvorm beter te verstaan.

Sleutelwoorde: Tohaku Hasegawa, Pine Trees, Japan, inkskilderwerk

hick sheet-glass reflected hindering streaks of light as I tried to get a clear view of a

beautiful, rather new and modern looking ink painting of pine trees (figure 1), at the

Tokyo National Museum. It was 1996, and I have not yet lived in Japan for a full year.
Being used to see modern paintings on huge uninterrupted canvases, I was puzzled by the
vertical breaks on the canvas, and thought that it would look better if it were simply executed
on a single large sheet instead of separate vertical strips. But the painting! The canvas — I could
not tell if it was paper — had an immaculate ivory smoothness, and the ghostly trees seemed
perfectly spaced, as if in a dance on stage, some receding and others emerging from a swirling
mist that seemed to engulf the space between the painting and the thick sheet-glass.

The glass gave me the feeling that the museum intentionally did not want me to see the
painting as it is. As I squinted to see the brushwork detail, my nose bumped into the glass,
leaving the slightest smudge on the large window. At the time, I could not yet read the detailed
Japanese description of the artwork, but at least the title, author and date was there in English:
Pine Trees, Tohaku Hasegawa, c. 1595. National Treasure of Japan.
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The date astounded me. Not only the cleanness of the canvas, but also the style of bold
brushwork, the composition and theme seemed modern and minimalist, the conception of a
contemporary mind that should be familiar with modern art, skyscrapers and airplanes. There
were other old ink brush paintings on display as well, and they clearly looked ancient and
East Asian, with their detailed depiction of craggy mountains, trees, clouds, rivers, animals and
sages, occasionally with little huts or temple roofs poking out here and there. And yet, here was
a creation that clearly managed to shed decoration and strip the theme down to a monochrome
minimum, sparse enough to let the composition of the whole dominate one’s first impression,
similar to a post-industrial abstract work of art. The trees were rendered in a highly impressionist
manner, the ink not only clearly suggesting needles and branches with a great economy of the
brush, but transcending their physical representation by conveying a sense of yearning' in the
dynamic movement of the forest in the mist, branches lightly moving, the fog moving, and even
evoking the moist silence of a misty forest, when all the insects fall silent and one can feel the
cool dampness on your face.

I was instantly transported back to the Soutpansberg?, at Levubu, where on misty mornings
the Yellow-woods (Podocarpus latifolius) and absolutely out of place-looking Giant Redwoods
(Sequioa sempervirens) shifted mysteriously in and out of view, as if the fog stood fixed and the
trees themselves were dancing.

Absorbed in the painting, it struck me that it resembled a black-and-white photograph of a
misty forest, something one could expect to see in an issue of National Geographic, taken by a
nature photography expert. It was somehow uncannily realistic — a surprising sensation, because
I still held on to the idea that classical Western painting was founded in natural realism whereas
Eastern painting was steeped in cartoon-like, fronto-parallel presentation with heavy outlines
and colour washes. Before leaving the museum, I went back against the clearly marked visitor’s
route, back to this painting, to recapture what I saw. What an impressive work.

2010: Hasegawa Tohaku 400th Memorial Retrospective at the Kyoto National Museum

The painting remained engraved in my mind, but it was only several years later during a huge
exhibition’® organized by the Kyoto National Museum that Tohaku Hasegawa fully captured my
attention. Among Pine Trees were many of his other works, elucidating the chronological path
of his artistic career. The retrospective spanned a wide range of styles, the most stunning of them
all undoubtedly the huge gold leafed panels covered in luxurious eruptions of multi-coloured
flowering trees, autumn leaves and adorned with birds and other animals. The mystery of the
vertical cuts along the painting became self-explanatory, because Pine Trees was now displayed
as two free standing folding screens; the folded zig-zag presentation of the panels made the pine
trees appear even more vividly three-dimensional, poking in and out of the veils of mist.

Born in 1539 in the countryside in the Noto province in Japan, Tohaku was adopted into the
Hasegawa family, provincial cloth dyers, but introduced to painting by his adoptive relatives.*
He was producing professional Buddhist themed paintings by the age of 26 (Webb 1983). At the
time he mostly produced Chinzo — formal portraits commissioned by high ranking priests with
a penchant for his detailed finesse.
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Driven by greater ambitions as an artist, by 1571 he moved with his wife and son to Kyoto
- then the capital city and centre of the arts in Japan. There he became an assistant in training at
the Kand school, undoubtedly the most formidable painting guild in Japan and headed by the
heralded Eitoku Kand.® Hasegawa’s style soon shifted towards the opulent Kano style. The Kano
school was commissioned to decorate the lavish residences of the military rulers with expansive,
coloured compositions of plants and animals on gilded backgrounds, but also produced a great
number of more sombre yet highly detailed monochrome ink paintings for temple halls and the
private chambers of abbots and high ranking warriors.

Hasegawa must have been quite competitive, because he soon started to look for private
commissions for himself, even if it met with little success. This could partly have been due to
the influence of the Kand school, who secured a monopoly among painting guilds after its main
rival, the Tosa school, lost its dominance® at the aristocratic courts during Hasegawa’s lifetime
(Paine and Soper 1981). They were known to fiercely protect their patronage, and would not
have looked favourably upon Hasegawa’s attempts to secure an independent position for
himself (Moes 1969). On the one hand, this is comprehensible, given that he was trained in the
trademark Kano style. It was expected that an apprentice had to acknowledge this privilege by
working under the Kand brand. Hasegawa became more rebellious and left the Kand school. As
if to firmly state his opposition to the Kand style, he now focused on the bold, sparse ink brush
style from scrolls and paintings, and studied for a while under tutelage of Toshun, successor of
Sesshti Toyo (Cahill 2012b).

His attempts at finding patronage still met with little success, probably not least due to
some meddling by the influential Kand guild, and found himself routinely shown to the door
at the many temples where he sought support. A noted incident highlights his desperation. In
the absence of the abbot at Sangen-In, Hasegawa took it upon himself to pull out his brush and
ink, and deftly added a masterful ink landscape to the existing sliding doors of the reception
vestibule, despite the abott’s clear instructions that he did not desire any paintings in a hall
‘devoted to Buddha’ (Meier 2018). The sliding doors were covered in ivory-toned paper, printed
with a formal powdered shell-white pawlonia leaf motif — a canvas quite unsuitable for painting.
Yet he managed to incorporate the regular white leaf motif with the landscape in a manner that
suggested snowflakes in a white wintry landscape.” This work is still a notable art treasure in
Japan today and simply a masterpiece in its effectiveness. The abbot returned — stunned and
favourably impressed — and so Hasegawa secured one of his first serious commissions.

He also started moving away from the clutches of the Kand school by visiting the nearby
wealthy merchant port of Sakai, home to Sen no Rikyt, aesthetic leader of the newly emerging
tea movement.® Sen no Rikyl was opposed to the ostentatious display of wealth favoured by the
military rulers (Okakura 1906), and thus also not an admirer of the Kand school. The two found
artistic rapport with each other and Sen no Rikyu started advocating the virtue of Hasegawa’s
painting. Interesingly, Mitsuyoshi Tosa and his son, Mitsunori Tosa — scions of the defeated Tosa
School, also looked for patronage in Sakai during this period (Paine and Soper 1981), bearing
witness to the artistic environment that boomed in the wealthy port town of Sakai.

The most powerful patron of the arts of the day was undoubtedly Hideyoshi Toyotomi,
the warrior-ruler who first succeeded in unifying all of the warring fiefdoms of Japan into one
nation (Mason 2004). Hideyoshi studied tea under Sen no Rikyii’s guidance, who was sure to
have recommended Hasegawa. Given Sen no RikyQ’s sophistication, I could only speculate that
the great tea master would not have mentioned his name directly, but instead would have made
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sure that Hideyoshi could view Hasegawa’s work in a number of highly desirable settings, as
many historical anecdotes about the great tea master’s refinement suggest (Okakura 1906).

At Sen no Rikyl’s request, he painted the large dragon’ on the ceiling of the newly
constructed vermilion gate in 1589, donated by Sen no Rikyii’s family to the Daitokuji temple
complex, a regular meeting place for private tea gatherings with Hideyoshi, who has seen the
painted gate ceiling.'” Soon, Hasegawa was commissioned to decorate panels for Hideoyshi,
working side by side with Kand painters and rising to fame in his own right. After Hideoyshi’s
death, the new ruling Tokugawa clan commissioned Hasegawa to work in Edo, modern day
Tokyo. Hasegawa moved to Edo but passed away in 1610, before he could take advantage of
this new position (Doi 1953).

Pine, piner, pinest

Hasegawa eventually became a noted artist, so it comes as little surprise that his style would be
imitated. Today, Moonlit Pines (figure 2) is contested as a possible work by one of his apprentices,
but has nevertheless been auctioned recently as a possibly authentic work in Hasegawa’s own
hand, by Christie’s in New York."" There is still considerable debate about its provenance, but
various hints suggest that the painting may at least have been created within the small but
productive Hasegawa school.

In2008 I digitally scanned in areproduction of the image shown in figure 3, after accidentally
stumbling upon it in an old art folio.'> Assuming that this reproduction was photographed under
proper lighting, it suggests that Moonlit Pines has been significantly restored prior to 2007. In
figure 3, the moon on the far left and the gold dust across the canvas appear more vivid, while
the entire rendering appears heavier in tone, the clumps of trees more solid, the brushwork
appears heavier and the contrast between different trees is less marked; the foreground trees
appear approximately equally dark, and the background trees are significantly less contrasted
with trees in the foreground. I nevertheless would like to take the liberty of including this image
in the analysis that follows, as a means to elucidate specific aspects of Hasegawa’s style.

Figure 1
Pine Trees, Tohaku Hasegawa (1539-1610). Pair of six-paneled folding screens. Ink on paper. Tokyo
National Museum (image retrieved from public internet domain'?).
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Figure 2
Moonlit Pines, attributed to Tohaku Hasegawa (1539-1610). Pair of six-panel screens. Ink on paper.
(retrieved from the Christie’s New York auction site'?).

Figure 3
Moonlit Pines, resource unidentified.'

Composition as a whole

When looking more closely at Pine Trees, Hasegawa’s mastery of brushwork and compositional
arrangement becomes evident. There are no fumbled lines. Both in overall composition and
in the individual parts, there is no exact repetition, neither in the rhythmic spacing between
elements, their shape, size or orientations, their texture, contrast or sharpness of line. Such a
sophisticated level of technical and aesthetic accomplishment requires fluid, intuitive execution
of a work on a large scale, a feat beyond the reach of an amateur. In Pine Trees, the large
tonal range between foreground and background components, irregularity of white space, and
notably the pyramidal shape of the open white region around the centre, more effectively convey
the impression of extensiveness and landscape compared to the facsimile. It is therefore also
structurally closer to the more universal aesthetic choices found by Komar and Melamid (1995),
and reminiscent of the hierarchically structured negative space in classical Japanese landscape
compositions (van Tonder et al. 2002). The pyramidal central white space thus places the viewer
in an idealized viewing location, at a viewpoint slightly elevated above the depicted landscape
and facing the visual centre of the entire composition. This mode of presentation is clearly seen
in illustrations of famous designed landscapes in Kyoto by garden connoisseurs (Akisato 1799),
where temple gardens are depicted from their intended viewing locations, thereby implicitly
training the viewer into classical appreciation of these landmarks.

Visual balance of the work is partly achieved through careful spacing of its different
components. One Japanese rule of thumb divides the canvas into nine equal blocks, with the
main focal point of the painting placed at a corner of the central block,!® of course also being
mindful of the physical boundaries imposed if it were to be arranged onto the panels of a folding
screen. Figure 4 demonstrates how the most visually salient, upright tree — also the darkest
reference point in Pine Trees — aligns close to the upper right corner of the central block.
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After Japan finally opened its gates to the West in the nineteenth century, tartan grid
structures used traditionally in Japanese art became a more familiar guide in compositional
design in the Western hemisphere (Dow 1899), during the so-called wave of ‘Japonisme’. The
finer lines in figure 4, resembling a simplified tartan grid, elucidate the irregularity in both
horizontal and vertical spacing on Hasegawa’s canvas.
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Figure 4
The canvas of Pine Trees, divided recursively into a simple nine block tartan grid .

At the Bauhaus, where the influence of Japanese art was strongly felt (Behrens 2002),
students were taught composition by dividing a scene into blocks and filling it with the ‘gist’,
or predominant colour tone of that region, as a device to sensitize their gaze to visual balance
and to avoid repetition (Itten 1975). Digitally rendering Pine Trees and Moonlit Pines into such
blocks!” enables a firmer grasp of the distribution of centres of dark and light (figure 5).

Figure §
Greyscale gist images of Pine Trees (top), Moonlit Pines auctioned at Christie’s (middle)
and Moonlit Pines from the folio-album (bottom).

Figure 5 shows that, overall, Pine Trees is lighter in tone, its lightest and darkest points
are more narrowly defined and set upon a darker ground plane — the slightly darker strip of
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blocks along the bottom of the gist image. Note how the darkest points for Moonlit Pines are
flanked by a more gradual drop off in tone, and that the dark flanks around these points are
more symmetrically arranged. The lighter regions between dark points are also more clearly
articulated, irregularly sized and unevenly spaced in Pine Trees, whereas the left half of Moonlit
Pines appears as a dark block compared to the right half.

The difference in lightness distribution along the various images can be further elucidated
by greyscale histograms.'® The advantage of this comparison is that it opens up finer distinctions
not intuitively perceived from the images as such. The distribution of greyscale pixels in Pine
Trees is clearly shifted towards whiter tones (figure 6a). Besides a tiny population of dark pixels
indicated by the triangle in (a), the distribution is very smooth, indicating that the work was
executed using a single set of artistic equipment, a single source of pigment and probably in a
single session, without much touching up. The histogram of Moonlit Pines found in the folio
(figure 6¢) is shifted more towards the dark spectrum, and the slight peaks along the distribution,
indicated by the two inverted triangles, suggest that different materials and equipment may have
been used, in separate painting sessions. This can be expected, because the artist here applied
gold dust at some point, and may later also have touched up the work with dark brush strokes.
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Left column: histograms for greyscale images of Pine Trees (a), Moonlit Pines
auctioned at Christie’s (b) and Moonlit Pines from the folio-album (c). Right
column: corresponding histograms for the gist images shown in figure 5.

The histogram of Moonlit Pines auctioned at Christie’s (figure 6b) indicates that possible
restoration of the work shifted its lightness tone to be more similar to Pine Trees. The distribution
in its entirety is shifted towards lighter tones, and the darker spectrum (leftmost inverted triangle
in figure 6b) has been largely reduced compared to the bulk of the distribution. The effect of
changes in lightness and darkness by a different hand, using different materials, emerges as
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peaks along the greyscale distribution. The triangles in figure 6b indicate that both the lightest
and darkest regions have been retouched during this process. This would be equivalent to
overlaying different visual signature styles onto the original composition. This analysis implies
that, following restoration, Moonlit Pines appears more similar to Pine Trees than before, with
some possible stylistic changes as well, if compared to the image of the same painting shown
in figure 3. The tonal distribution of the original Pine Trees, with sharper, more contained
components on a sweeping light background is, incidentally, the most suitable for viewing in
traditional Japanese interiors, known for their demure lighting and subtle interplay of light and
shadow, filtered through translucent paper sliding doors (Tanizaki 1933).

Histograms of the gist images of figure 5 again reflect the different overall lightness
tones of figures 1, 2 and 3. Here, Pine Trees is distinguished by having the most concentrated
darkest component (the left-most, or darkest, greyscale pixel count on the histogram shows
that the darkest blocks in the gist image (top row, figure 5) of Pine Trees comprise a very small
population, distinctly darker in tone than the rest of the blocks), and that of the three pine
images, only in Pine Trees are the lightest points distinct from the overall composition.

Compositional components

Closer inspection of Pine Trees further reveals that each tree slants at a slightly different
angle, and curves individually into differently oriented terminations along its length. The same
is observed for individual branches and needles. On a large scale, the trees themselves are
irregularly spaced, while at a smaller scale no two branches along the length of any trunk are
arranged repetitively or equally spaced. If the lower limbs of one tree fade into the veil of white,
the middle or upper parts of its neighbouring tree will be the part to fade away, maintaining
diverse rhythmic interest; where the limbs of one tree are lighter than the foliage, its neighbour
will be shown in the opposite; if the branches on one tree protrude visibly sideways, its
neighbour will have its branches pointed towards the viewer and covered densely in needles.
Figure 7 illustrates this point by comparing the corresponding crowns of tree tops in both works.
Clearly, the tonality, shapes and orientations in Pine Trees are more individuated. The crowns
in the facsimile appear more rigid, symmetrical and repetitive, as if it were painted from a fixed
parasol-shaped blueprint. Comparable to handwriting, the two sets of images suggest different
artistic signatures and levels of accomplishment.

The infinite diversity of natural form is perhaps one of the strongest evolutionary influences
that shaped human visual perception and cognition; comprehending the essence of a visual world
where nothing ever repeats itself exactly poses serious challenges to emerging technologies in
artificial intelligence today. Seeing may appear effortless, yet science is still unravelling the
mechanisms underlying vision in the brain. While humans effortlessly grasp the underlying
essence of visual scenery, the innate tendency is to only retain and reproduce the order, at higher
cognitive levels, of the complexity of signals at the level of the sense organs.

The Gestalt school of psychology has laid the foundations of modern neuroscience
already a century ago (Koffka 1935, Wertheimer 1938), discovering some general ‘laws’ that
govern perceptual organization of visual parts into meaningful, whole percepts. Their findings
demonstrate that humans tend to reproduce patterns with a high degree of regularity, repetition,
uniformity and symmetry. The ability to become acutely aware - in seeing and reproducing - of
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diversity in texture, tone, gradient, orientation, curvature and shape, and other visual attributes,
is a surprisingly difficult feat acquired through deliberate training (Hildebrand [1893] 1945).
Even when copying from a master, as shown in figure 7, the tendency towards repetitiveness is
not simply overcome.

L

Figure 7
Comparing crowns of corresponding trees in Pine Trees (top row) and Moonlit
Pines (bottom row).

Complexity in the natural world derives from physical forces — geological and biological
— that result in the emergence of similar structures at different spatial scales and with different
internal transformations. Mandelbrot (1977) coined the term, fractal, to describe this property;
natural patterns tend to repeat their global characteristics in their finer details, along various
modifications. In rare instances, an artist may be able to extract this fractal essence of nature,
reproducing it very accurately as abstract compositions (Taylor et al. 1999), and generally
humans prefer images with underlying fractal organization to non-fractal patterns (Spehar et
al. 2003), even in abstract compositions, seen as evidence that aesthetic experience is related to
fractal qualities of patterns, i.e. the diversity of natural shape.

Graham and Field (2007, 2008), and Graham and Redies (2010) found compelling
evidence that art images — be it abstract or figural - from either Western or Eastern hemispheres
are statistically similar to natural images. The finding does not lead them to conclude that artists
recreate the fractal-like essence of nature because humans find it aesthetically pleasing, but
instead they conclude that it must be because producing images by hand by necessity induces
fractal-like statistics, and that if it were not so, the human visual apparatus would have trouble
properly perceiving these images; in other words, the appearance of artistic images is due to
its being functional to the visual system, not because it is aesthetically pleasing. Given their
conclusions, one may discard the underlying differences between the two sets of images shown
in figure 7; both sets are art images with natural statistics governed by hand driven brushwork
markings that can be readily perceived by the visual apparatus. In the case of figure 7, the two
sets of images are very alike, the overall composition too. Yet they are different enough that
the aesthetic appeal of the two images seems quite distinct. In fact, given the findings of the
Gestalt school, the more repetitive tree shapes of Moonlit Pines should functionally be more
readily perceptible than the diverse set of shapes present in Pine Trees. I interpret the simple
demonstration in figure 7 therefore as evidence contradicting the conclusions of Graham et al.
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Here, I would like to suggest that the key ingredient in Pine Trees is that it hones in on
the particular visual features that define the diversity of patterns in nature, and enhances them
while eliminating the unnecessary similarities between components, to present to the viewer a
amplified version of natural pattern as it can never be experienced in nature itself. As such, it
can never be a complete picture of nature, but given the concentrated essence of nature that it
offers, in the words of Okakura (1906), “genuine beauty could be discovered only by one who
mentally complete the incomplete.”

I'would like to include one further example of such a comparative case study here: Travellers
Among Mountains and Streams by Fan Kuan, produced around the turn of the eleventh century
in Song Dynasty China (Ebrey 1999). Fan Kuan studied the master painters before him, until he
realized that he could do better if studying from the master’s source of learning — nature itself'”
— and so his most illustrious works began to emerge (Cahill 2012a). Travellers among mountains
and streams has subsequently been copied deliberately by many Chinese artists following Fan
Kuan, possibly to learn by copying from a classical master. For comparison, figure 8 aligns two
corresponding sections from the original work by Fan Kuan and a later copy, to extol its virtues
and demonstrate differences between the two.

Figure 8
Corresponding sections of Travellers Among Mountains and Streams by Fan Kuan (a)
and an anonymous facsimile (b) after this famous work (National Palace Museum of
Taipei). Complete colour images of the two hanging scroll paintings can be viewed on
the webpage of the National Palace Museum of Taipei.?
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Whatever praise could be heaped on the mastery of Hasegawa is valid here, too. Spatially,
the original work appears more expansive and monumental, while the copy appears like a large
boulder nearby; the range of tonality is smoother and spans a broader range; Fan Kuan’s ink
lines undulate along diverse trajectories that never repeat itself, not even the width or intensity
of the line continues monotonously anywhere; no shape appears contrived. In contrast, note
how in the copy the vertical edges of the rocks repeat in shape, look contrived (appearing a bit
like faces in profile), the lines remain at a constant width, and the shapes of pine trees, lower
down, merely repeat. Here, again, the conclusions of Graham et al. (2007, 2008, 2010) seem
contradicted. Instead of merely making visible by hand and artist’s materials the ecological
markers of physical form, artists scrutinize, practise, and eventually dissolve into the essence of
nature as they experience it, each to lift some aspect of that infinite essence into its own rarefied
metaphor of what they resonated with in the world (Albertazzi 2010, Koftka 1940, Spehar and
van Tonder 2017).

Virtuoso with the paint brush

From personal experience with ink brush painting, I have found that it is far too easy to have
the brush too dry, and then having to touch up the brush strokes. Loading the brush too heavily
results in solid brush strokes devoid of textural grain and articulated contrast differences. Then
there is the problem of not using a sufficiently wide range of ink strengths to take advantage
of the full range of contrasts in conveying depth. Not surprisingly, a myriad of formalized ink
brush techniques has emerged in the far east over the last few millennia (Silbergeld 1982).

When looking more closely at Pine Trees, Hasegawa’s mastery of brushwork and
compositional arrangement becomes evident. There are no fumbled lines. Both in overall
composition and in the individual parts, there is no exact repetition, neither in the rhythmic
spacing between elements, their shape, size or orientations, their texture, contrast or sharpness
of line. Such a sophisticated level of technical and aesthetic accomplishment requires fluid,
intuitive execution of a work on a large scale, a feat beyond the reach of an amateur.

Comparing the two images in figure 9, crisp visual textures along the trunks and within
the branches of Pine Trees overlay soft lines with subdued texture; contrast continuously varies
along the height of individual trees and branches, while sharply depicted clumps of pine needles
overlay other clumps of needles fused in a wash of chiaroscuro. This highly articulated and
voluminous style gives the impression of fog even drifting between different branches (consider,
for example, the appearance of fog in the crown of the dark tree in figure 9a). Areas with more
solid or sharp brush strokes are contrasted with surrounding lines either blended in softly blurred
tones or light strips of dry brush strokes that appear to tear up into the foggy atmosphere. Within
each cluster of trees the ink varies from the most translucent thin veil of grey to the very dark;
in each of these strokes can be discerned not only many fine transitions of contrast, but they are
skillfully applied to suggest pine needles, the distinctive streaks of pine bark and knots along
branches. Figure 9a illustrates how the tree, in its trunk, limbs and leaves undulates delicately to
appear light and dynamic, its spiralling composition ending in a slightly tilted crown, the whole
appearing to be rendered in lively contrapposto®'. The angles, spacing, length and tone of the
branches, also where and how much foliage is applied, remain diverse throughout in a matter-
of-fact effortlessness.
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Figure 9
Corresponding sections of Pine Trees (a) and Moonlit Pines (b).

Whether learning from nature or from a master, such an achievement is clearly not possible
without paying close attention to the essential manner in which diversity occurs in the individual
instances of form. Figure 10 underlines the virtuosity of Hasegawa’s brushwork in close-up
detail. This mastery powerfully evokes many details similar to the way in which a Dutch painter
would take advantage of a rough scroll of oil paint to suggest finely hammered filigree on the
shiny metal helmet of a soldier, an efficient technique of realistic impressionism.?* In Pine Trees
the darkest region in the entire canvas has some of the sharpest brush marks on the entire canvas.
Rembrandt is known to have used a similar technique; he would create the sharpest detail around
the lightest point on the canvas (DiPaola ef al. 2010), often around one of the eyes of a painted
subject, to create compositions with a captivating visual centre of focus. Similarly, Leonardo da
Vinci ([circa 1600] 1956) cautions painters in training to pay careful attention to the lightest and
darkest points as a vital aspect of visual composition, ** as is echoed by Arnheim (1988), who
discusses at length the means and role of creating a well defined visual centre, in order for the
compositional parts to appear as a harmonized whole.
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Figure 10
Close up view of brushwork in Pine Trees.

Rediscovering Hasegawa

While the genius of Hasegawa is obvious, its formal recognition was much belated. Over time,
the small Hasegawa school disappeared. His legacy became appropriated by the Kand school
and dressed up as another achievement of the Kand lineage. At least one case is known where
a jealous Kand scion has rubbed out Hasegawa’s seal and over that stamped in the name of an
earlier Kano master. > Otherwise, a few lesser works signed by apprentices of the Hasegawa
school remain with only a few true masterpieces among them; these works bear the seal of a
certain Nobuharu Hasegawa (Doi 1953).

When Tsugiyoshi Doi, an art historian in Kyoto, first started drawing attention to the fact
that a few of the Kand works are distinctly different in character, and bear an uncanny similarity
in style to the work of Nobuharu Hasegawa, Doi was met with fierce opposition and was even
banned from some temples and other establishments in Kyoto, whose proprietors feared that
their valuable Kand masterpieces would be reclassified as works of insignificant provenance
(Anabuki 2000).

The debate developed, and suddenly many hitherto unknown historical details regarding
Hasegawa came to light. It was proven that Nobuharu Hasegawa and Tohaku Hasegawa were
one and the same artist (Doi 1953). Soon, many art historians realized that Hasegawa presented
a legacy worth recognition in its own right, and ironically, the disputed works now enjoyed
even greater significance (and monetary value) than under the acclaim of Kand. For Doi, this
meant a more amicable conclusion in his relations with various institutions in Kyoto, and a new
place for Hasegawa in the realm of art and history. New evidence, corroborating Doi’s claims,
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is still emerging in art history research (Murase 2009). The incident brings to mind the rise
from obscurity of Johannes Vermeer, after being rediscovered by scholars in the late nineteenth
century.

Today, Pine Trees is often cited as one of the foremost representative works in the genre of
Japanese painting. Japan was in a state of war as Hasegawa was becoming an artist, and the world
of art and patronage in Japan also seemed to jostle its own battles. Tohaku was undisputedly the
greatest virtuoso alive after the death of Eitoku Kand in 1590. Then followed the death of Sen no
Rikyt, after ritual suicide in 1591. Encroaching on Kand territory — especially after Hasegawa
himself apprenticed at their auspices and in their trademark style — was a declaration of war, and
with the Kand school left without an heir nearly as talented as Hasegawa’s son, the Kand school
faced desperation. The ongoing jostling for patronage meant that artists might even consider
extreme measures to ensure their dominance. While no solid proof exists, various scholars,
including Doi, noticed that it is provocative that Hasegawa’s prodigiously talented son, Kyuzo,
mysteriously died just as they began working on a coveted new commission (Anabuki 2000),
a project contested and lost by the Kand school. Ironically, the remaining scion of the Kand
school, Mitsunobu Kand, died a few years later, apparently from duress while labouring on a
very demanding commission. At that point, the frantically overworked Mitsunobu had to travel
wide and far to ensure sufficient commissions, while an old arch rival, the Tosa school, regained
patronage at the aristocratic court.”

When first viewing Pine Trees, | would not have guessed that it could be from a competitive
artist wielding so much self-salesmanship. Yet, he was not simply self-centered and ambitious;
he possessed an incredible talent and likely were able to compare his own accomplishments
with those of his contemporaries, and must have felt that he also deserved his share of the
windfalls, just as any talented artist would feel today. The work is egoless, serene and beyond
the obviously worldly. Only much later did I become aware of the fact that it was shortly after
the death of his son that Hasegawa painted Pine Trees. He must have transcended the ongoing
strife of the art world in a burst of grief and other emotions, his hopes irrelevant against the void
left by the loss of his child. Such suffering cannot be bound by epoch or era, encapsulated by the
sense of timelessness so delicately captured in Pine Trees.

The question, of why Hasegawa himself would repeat his own composition in another
work makes little sense, given that he has not done this elsewhere. It seems more logical that
it would be repeated by an apprentice learning through copying from the master, or — less
likely — an intentional fake to be passed off as a more valuable original. At the same time,
it proves that Hasegawa’s work was esteemed highly enough to be worth emulating, or even
imitating. Here, it provides a rare and fortunate example to compare, side by side, the quality of
composition, arrangement and brushwork of an uncontested master with a less skillful attempt?®,
offering possibly interesting artistic, technical and art historical insights into the range of effects
achievable with ink as medium.

I looked again and for the first time noticed that, near the middle of the painting, a white
mountain peak”’ rises behind the forest. How could I have missed it?

Notes

1 I choose the word ‘yearning’ because the in an embrace, or as if the trees were reaching
depiction resembled dancing figures with arms out to catch the moving fog.
outstretched, as if beckoning the viewer to join
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As this is a contribution to the South African
Journal of Art History, I took the liberty here 10
to refer to Levubu - semi-mistbelt region of
the Soutpansberg mountain range to the north
of South Africa - because in my personal
experience it presented the visual setting
in South Africa must closely resembling
Hasegawa’s Pine Trees.

11
Hasegawa Tohaku 400th Memorial
Retrospective at the Kyoto National Museum.
Exhibition Catalogue. Tokyo: The Mainichi
Newspapers, NHK (Japan Broadcasting
Company) and NHK Promotions Inc., 2010.
The detailed catalogue is written in Japanese,
with an extended summary in English.

12
Well to do households in Japan customarily
adopted boys to continue the family name
when there were no male heirs of their own.
Hasegawa would therefore have been expected
to take over the reigns in the dyeing trade. The
fact that his adoptive family encouraged him
to become a painter suggests that he must have
shown prodigious talent as a painter already at a
young age.

Momoyama, Japanese Art in the Age of

Grandeur. Exhibition catalog. New York:

The Metropolitan Museum of Art, 1975. The
catalogue is available for viewing online 13
or downloading in .pdf format at https://
www.metmuseum.org/art/metpublications/
Momoyama_Japanese Art in_the Age of
Grandeur#

Achieved by drawing patronage away from
competitors and also via dominating them
through marital arrangements, according
to Shinchosha (1985 (¥7#H 57 T 42
(Shincho World Art Encyclopedia). Tokyo:
Shinchosha: 1032-1033).

14
Color plate 28 of the exhibition catalogue listed
in note 3 shows Landscape, the snowy scenery 15
painted over the decorated sliding doors at
Sangen-In. 16

See source listed in note 5.

The color plate on page 106 in the exhibition 17
catalogue listed in note 3 shows the dragon

painting, and the adjacent pages show

additional paintings produced by Hasegawa

for the extensive ceiling; the vermilion gate

was painted in crushed crimsonite stone, an
extremely costly undertaking for that time.

Donation of such a splendid gate underlines the
wealth and influence of Sen no Rikyii.

35

Ironically, a faux pas related to a statuette of
Sen no Rikyi placed in the vermilion gate
sufficiently agitated Hideyoshi to force Rikyii
to commit ritual suicide; this evidence further
indicates that Hideyoshi must have carefully
studied the paintings on the ceiling of the gate.

Pines in Moonlight, attributed to Tohaku
Hasegawa, was auctioned in sale 1811, lot

83, Christie’s, New York, 20 March 2007.

The auction lot with image is listed at http://
www.christies.com/lotfinder/Lot/attributed-to-
hasegawa-tohaku-1539-1610-pine-4870097-
details.aspx. Retrieved on 3 February 2018.

I found the folio in an art catalogue in

the storage archive of Kyoto Institute of
Technology, in 2008, and scanned it digitally
on a copier machine in the library building.
The catalogue was slightly worn, the jacket
appearing in style like a volume from the
1970s or earlier. Today I can kick myself for
not holding on to it until clarifying its title and
origin. The 2007 auction of Moonlit Pines came
to my attention only in 2016, long after I had
discovered and lost track of the folio. I hope to
find an opportunity to search for it again in the
near future.

Left and right halves of the image retrieved
from public internet domains https://
en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Sh%C5%8Drin-
zu_by%C5%8Dbu#/media/File:Hasegawa
Tohaku - Pine Trees (Sh%C5%8Drin-
zu_by%C5%8Dbu) - left hand screen.jpg and
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Sh%C5%8Drin-
zu_by%C5%8Dbu#/media/File:Hasegawa
Tohaku - Pine Trees (Sh%C5%8Drin-
zu_by%C5%8Dbu) - right hand screen.jpg
respectively.

See note 11.
See note 12.

In conversation with Ai Akino (2012), a
classically trained Nihonga artist in Kyoto,
Japan.

Gist block images should be coarse (very low
resolution) enough that no structural elements
in the painting can be individuated, in order
to enable an impression of the lightness tone
across the canvas. Here, I divide the image
vertically into four rows and not three, so that
one can still distinguish if local centres of
light and dark are situated above or below the
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horizontal centre line, and on or away from the
upper and lower boundaries of the canvas.

The histogram of a greyscale image displays the
number of image pixels of the same greyscale
value (vertical axis) against the full range of
grey scales (horizontal axis), ranging from black
on the left, through to pure white on the right.

This insight has dawned upon many of the
great masters of art during the ages, including
Leonardo da Vinci, who noted that .. .those
who study only the authorities and not the
works of nature are in art the grandsons and not
the sons of nature, which is the supreme guide
of the good authorities” (Leonardo da Vinci
[circa 1600] 1956: C.A.1411.).

Colour images of both hanging scroll paintings
can be viewed on the webpage of The National
Palace Museum, Taipei at https://www.npm.gov.
tw/en/Article.aspx?sNo=04006295, in an article
describing its 2015 exhibition titled Exemplar
of heritage: Fan Kuan and his influence on
Chinese painting.

Contrapposto is a deliberate technique
devised to enliven a composition by letting its
constituent parts point in opposite directions.
It is attributed to the fifth century BCE Greek
sculptor, Polykleitos.

The particular oil painting referred to is The
Man with the Golden Helmet, believed to be
painted in Rembrandt’s circle around 1650. It
is currently housed at the Gemaéldegalerie in
Berlin.

“If as draughtsman you wish to study well
and profitably, accustom yourself when you
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Forgiveness and forgiving in Rembrandt’s
Return of the Prodigal Son

Constantinos V. Proimos
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Harmensz van Rijn Rembrandt’s Return of the Prodigal Son (c. 1668) is a famous life-sized oil
painting by the artist, 262 x 205 cm, in the collection of Hermitage, St Petersburg, Russia. It is a
history painting in which the artist illustrates in his own unique way the well known biblical parable
of'the prodigal son from the Gospel of St Luke (Luke 22: 54-57). My task in this paper is to investigate
the extent to which the problem of forgiveness and forgiving, having to do with Rembrandt’s life and
career, preoccupied the artist in a way that reflected in the actual architectural arrangement of the
painted scene. Rembrandt portrays the meeting of father and son off center to give considerable space
to a standing figure looking disapprovingly at the whole event whom Christian Tiimpel identifies
as the older brother. The prodigal son’s father spontaneously forgives his son without any terms
and conditions under the eyes of his older son who rather seems to be unforgiving. I would like to
argue that such coupling of forgiveness and the unforgivable by Rembrandt allows a powerful and
introspective insight into one of the perennial issues, questions and experiences of human existence.
I also argue that philosophy of art which informs my approach to Rembrandt’s painting combines
philosophy and art history and may illuminate painting from an angle that enhances its value and
contribution to contemporary culture.

Key words: Rembrandt, prodigal son, forgiveness, Derrida

Zoyvou Kot cuyyopect oto épyo tov Pépmpavt H emoetpoen} Tov ac®@Tov viov, (mep. 1668)
H emotpoen tov acdtov viod tov Xdpueve Pav Pv Péumpovt (mep. 1668) sivarl o didonun
ghatoypopio o peydro péyebog, 265 x 205 ek. 1 onoia Bpiokeral ot cvAloyn tov Eputdl, oty
Ayio ITetpovmoin g Poociac. Eivat éva 1otoptkd €pyo 6to 0moio 0 KOAMTEXVNG PLAOTEYVEL LLE TO
d1Kd TOV HOVOSIKO TPOTO TN YVeoTh BIPAKT 1oTopia TOV ac®TOL VIOV ard T0 Evayyéiio tov Ayiov
Aovkd. O 616)0G oL 610 TTapdV Keipevo givat vo 6giéw o0 TOAD amooYOA0VoE KUAATEYVIKG
KO EVOEYOLEVOG KOl TPOSMTIKA TO OEp0 TG cuyydpeong tov kaAltéyvn. H avnovyia tov avty
anewcoviletar oty apyrtektovikny dtevfétnon g (oypaeikng oknvie. O Péumpovt amodidet
GULVAVTNOT| TOTEPO, KOL YIOU EKTOC KEVTPOL Y10, VO LTOPEGEL VO, ODGEL APKETO YDPO GE LU0 OVOPIKT|
@Lyo0po. TOV GTEKEL KO KOLTA LLE OTOOTPOPN TO OA0 €melsodto v omoia o Kpiotiav Tovumer
tavtilel pe tov peyoldtepo adeh@d tov Ao®Tov VY. O TOTEPOC TOLV Ao®mTOL VIOL AVOOPUNTA
GLYYWOPEL TO Y10 TOV Y®PIG OPOVG Kat TPoHToOETEL VIO TO PAELLO TOV HEYUADTEPOV YOV O OTTOI0G
eoivetatl va pmv givat dtotedetévog va cuyxmpnoet Tov adeApo Tov. Oa ko vo vrootpi&m Ott
LT M GVYKEKPEVT 6VLEVEN TNG CLYXDPEGNG LE TO ACLYXDPNTO ad TAELPAS Tov Péumpavt pog
EMUTPEMEL V0L CNUOVTIKO GTOXUOUO TAV® GE €vo, 0t T Tpooudvio, OEparta, amopieg Kot epmelpieg
mg avBpdmvng vmopéng. o vrootpi&wm eniong 0Tt 1 PLAoGOEia TG TEYVNG OV GLYKPOTEL TNV
TPOGEYYIGN LoV GTo €pyo ToL Péumpavt cuvovdlet ) @rlocoeio Kol THY 16TOPIOL TNG TEXVNG Kol
dvvatat vo oticel TV {OYPaEIKN 0td L0 GKOTLE T0V OTOKOAVTTEL TNV 0&io KOl TN GUVEIGQOPU TG
GTO GUYYPOVO TOMTIGHO.

AgEerg KAeWLa: Pépmpavt, Aomtog v10g, cLYYDPEST, NTepvtd

embrandt’s Return of the Prodigal Son, is a famous history painting belonging to the last
phase of Rembrandt’s artistic production, crowning his evolution and widely admired
or its introspective insight into forgiveness, one of the perennial issues, questions and
experiences of human existence. Therefore, it best represents Rembrandt’s reflective stance in
life, conveying the spirit of Christianity in its most enlightened form and considered to bear a
strong connection to his biography and his years of prodigality when newly wedded to Saskia.

SAJAH, ISSN 0258-3542, volume 33, number 4, 2018: 39-46



Despite the popularity of the subject in 16" and 17" century Netherlandish drama and art (Haeger
1986: 129) Rembrandt illustrates, in his own unique way, the well known biblical parable of the
prodigal son from the Gospel of St. Luke (Luke 22: 54-7) exploiting color and chiaroscuro in
order to increase the dramatic portrayal of the event.

Figure 1
Harmensz van Rijn Rembrandt, Return of the Prodigal Son, c. 1668, oil on canvas,
262 x 205 cm, The State Hermitage Museum, Saint Petersburg, Russia (retrieved from
the public domain of Wikipedia).
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The artist depicts the final and culminating point of the story: the prodigal son is portrayed
on his knees, having just returned home and having just met his father, in front of the dimly lit
arched doorway of the house. The two main protagonists are placed off-center at the left, while
the right part of the composition is reserved for two other figures, one standing and another
seated, observing them. The aged, nearly blind father is portrayed frontally, bending over his
son and gently placing his hands on his back, while the son is seen from the back, slightly
turning his head to the right and resting it on his father’s chest, full of repentance and guilt.
The father’s glowing red cape and rich outfit contrasts with the son’s ragged garments full of
holes, his worn sandals and his scarred feet. The warm tones in the clothing of both father and
son contribute to a harmonious whole but also mark with poignancy the contrast in roles. The
father is compassionate, for he is strong and still sovereign despite his age, as the red cloak, a
sign of majesty and power, does not fail to indicate. He is thus able to forgive the wounded son
who, in his weakness and humility, is asking for forgiveness. The short, expensive sword on the
right side of the prodigal son is the only remaining marker of the status he once entertained, as
a son of a noble landowner, and a sad reminder of his arrogance that once led him to question
his father’s rule. It is practically the last and only equipment distinguishing him from common
beggars of his time.

Rembrandt seems to wish to give emphasis only to what is essential in the picture. This
is the reason why the entire scene is immersed into the dark from which the figures of father
and son are emerging, along with the standing figure on the right hand side, looking at the event
with disdain while leaning on his stick. This standing figure is almost in the foreground and is
carefully painted, particularly with regard to his facial expression. The standing man is younger
than the father but older than the prodigal son and like the father wears rich garments and a
red cloak. The rest of the figures can barely be seen. The picture is painted with a palette knife,
applying thick and broad layers of rough impasto on the canvas. Bob Haak has argued, also
based on the odd signature on the work that the secondary figures are inferior in quality because
Rembrandt never completed the painting and another artist worked on them. (Kuretsky 2007:
endnote 3, 31) In what follows I shall attempt a philosophical reading of the painting which
focuses on the experience of forgiveness and forgiving with the hope to illuminate it better and
contribute to resolving some of the issues on which literature about this work is divided.

Painting and the Bible

In his Return of the prodigal son, Rembrandt departs from accuracy in the biblical parable
depiction since, according to the Bible, as soon as the father realizes the prodigal son’s return,
he runs to meet him halfway to the house. Rembrandt depicts the father just outside his house.
Christian Tiimpel claims that the elder brother is most probably the standing figure to the right
(Ttimpel 2006: 275), but Susan Donahue Kuretsky identifies him with the young person in the
back, looking at the viewer. (Kuretsky 2007: 23, 24) In any case, whoever, the elder brother is
identified with, his inclusion in the picture is also a departure from the Bible as, according to it,
he was in the fields at the time of the prodigal son’s arrival.

The set of secondary figures in the picture are given a lesser role and are depicted
accordingly. A young man sits on a chair with legs crossed next to the standing figure and
looks at the scene sympathetically. A woman who also appears to be following the event in the
background is either a maid or the prodigal son’s mother. However, historians claim that it is
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part of the pictorial tradition to which Rembrandt belongs, especially in his mature period to
have a number of secondary figures unspecified in the painting. (Haeger 1986: 131)

A great number of sources are listed for Rembrandt’s painting of the prodigal son. First,
the subject of the prodigal son had been very prominent in 16™ and 17" century Netherlands
as works by Lucas van Leyden, Peter Paul Rubens and others testify. Then, Kuretsky (2007:
25) argues, a 1525 woodcut depiction of the prodigal son’s return by Maerten van Heemskerck
presents similarities with Rembrandt’s work, as the latter possessed a collection of Heemskerck’s
prints. It is probably under Heemskerck’s influence that Rembrandt ignored the Bible as well as
Calvin’s commentary on Luke’s parable which places an emphasis on the fact that the father met
the son at a distance from home, in order to demonstrate God’s readiness to meet and forgive
sinners. Finally, Barbara Hager claims that the heated Reformation debates of the late sixteenth
and seventeenth centuries, in Netherlands, depart from the prodigal son’s parable in order to
preach on the conditions of salvation, the importance of repentance, penance and confession and
the necessity of church ritual, from both Catholic and Protestant points of view. Kuretsky (2007:
25) briefly delineates the differences of these two religious points of view:

In the impassioned Reformation debates of the later sixteenth century over the conditions necessary
for salvation, Catholics used the parable to argue for the importance of repentance and the church
Sacrament of Penance, or Confession, while Protestants found it an equally vivid example of God’s
mercy toward remorseful sinners, and therefore support for the doctrine of Justification through Faith
without church rituals.

While these points are markedly different if not contrasting in the theological interpretation of the
prodigal son parable, in painting, according to Haeger representations of biblical themes rarely reflect
differences in interpretation. The burden of interpretation rests with the viewer and his knowledge of
the subject’s significance as defined by his Church (Haeger 1986: 138).

The unforgiving older brother

However, religious disputes which may have had their share of influence on Rembrandt will
not preoccupy us in this paper. Besides his well documented biblical interests, Rembrandt must
have had a personal interest in the parable of the prodigal son for it had repeatedly preoccupied
him in the course of his career. His sudden success after moving to Amsterdam in 1632 was
reflected in the famous 1636 oil painting Prodigal Son in the Tavern. Self Portrait with Saskia,
now in Gemaéldegalerie, Dresden, followed by an etching of the return of prodigal son in 1636, a
drawing with pen and brush, around 1642, now in Teylers Museum, Haarlem and a pen drawing
of the prodigal son among pigs in 1645, now in the British Museum. Considering the 1632
painting with Saskia in the tavern in association with his frequent return to the subject of the
prodigal son, indicates how Rembrandt cherished the biblical story, probably because he thought
it bore a resemblance to his own biography.

What interests me here however is not the artist’s biography; I do not wish to show how the
artist’s biography determines the work but the opposite, namely how the work can illuminate the
artist’s biography, to the extent of course that biography is important. In Rembrandt’s painting,
in particular, [ am interested in the interpretation that Rembrandt gives to the biblical story of the
prodigal son without hesitating to take a distance from the Bible. He specifically gives a great
prominence in the composition not only to the two main protagonists, father and son but also to
a third standing figure at the right hand side of the foreground, who occupies a substantial part
of the picture, is carefully painted and causes a left placement of the main scene of father and
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son. I agree with Tiimpel’s identification of the elder brother with the standing figure to the right
for he clearly differs from the set of secondary figures emerging from the dark, he is carefully
painted and he is placed in the foreground. He is given equal consideration as the two main
protagonists of the picture, the father and the prodigal son, for almost the entire right half of the
composition is devoted to him. Likewise, the light cast on his face and revealing his expression
is the same in quality to the light revealing the father and son and we know that Rembrandt
casted light only to the figures he considered essential for the meaning of the picture. He would
not have been given such great consideration if Rembrandt had not considered that his role in
the picture is somehow equally vital to the other two. His fine and elaborate costume, his red
cape, his hat and stick indicate someone close to the master of the house whom Rembrandt also
presents with an ostentatious cape. It is clearly somebody who occupies the second order in
rank of authority, after his father and as somebody who contributes to this authority, he shares it
with him too. The unforgiving son’s expression indicates a disapproval for what unfolds in front
of his eyes and perhaps anguish for the fact that he is put in a position to have to disagree with
his father’s decision to unconditionally accept back his younger brother. If indeed, the standing
figure belongs to the older brother who, according to the Bible, was at the fields the time of
his brother’s arrival, we have a clear indication by the painter that he wishes to interpret the
biblical story in a way that places emphasis on the older brother’s role. Thus the biblical story
of the prodigal son’s forgiveness is becoming a lot more complex in Rembrandt’s depiction as
it does not really involve two, the one who asks for forgiveness and the other who grants it, but
rather three, the third person who denies forgiveness altogether or still judges his brother as
unforgivable.

The older son was indeed far from impressed by his brother’s return and according to the
Bible, he became angry because the father ordered the fattened calf slaughtered for a celebratory
meal while he complained he was never given even a goat to celebrate with his friends, despite
having never disobeyed his father’s commandment. The older son clearly thinks in terms of law,
merit and reward rather than in terms of love and forgiveness. For Luke himself as well as for
most theologians he is compared to the Pharisees. For he stays at home and obeys his father,
maintaining all proper appearances but is, in fact, self-righteous and resentful, his behavior is
uncharitable and he trusts excessively the efficacy of works. (Haeger 1986: 129) These are the
grounds on which Luther as well as orthodox theologians criticize him. On the contrary, some
Catholic theologians present the older brother as “an admirable individual and a model of good
behavior.” (Haeger 1986: 129)

Forgiveness and the unforgivable

Rembrandt chooses to present the older brother as maintaining a disapproving distance from
his father’s warm welcome to his prodigal son. To his prodigal son’s confession of sin “Father,
I have sinned against heaven and before thee” (Luke 15:18), the father responds eagerly and
compassionately by running to the son, and by immediately forgiving him, restituting him to
the position and standing he enjoyed before running away. The question is inevitable as to
what does the father, by his very gesture, really hope to achieve to the extent that he hopes to
achieve anything. Arguably he wishes reconciliation with his son and would like to bring him
back into the right track of life. However someone could very well argue that he grants his
forgiveness without any expectation, without any terms or conditions. The second hypothesis
seems to be most likely. For the father runs towards the son without any second thoughts,
spontaneously without the slightest concern to check whether the prodigal son has changed his
ways. Furthermore, Rembrandt clearly portrays the father and the older son as holding opposite
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views. The older son is not ready to forgive his brother. He is as unforgiving as forgiving is his
father.

The prodigal son does not offer the viewer any indications of his change or moral
transformation. We see him in rugs but cannot fail to observe his expensive sword to which
he steadfastly held all along his adventure away from home and which distinguishes him from
common beggars of his time. Despite his worn shoes and clothes, he preferred his rugged state
rather than selling the last item that made him part of the patriarchal authority as a son of a noble
landlord and younger brother to the second in rank of the house. He apparently returned home
out of despair and excessive poverty but his attitude bespeaks of a person not willing to change
his ways or abandon his privileges. This small sword is indicative of the prodigal son’s steadfast
interest in power and authority running counter to the collective interests of family and seniority
which would legitimately ascribe him the status of the third in the patriarchal order. Moreover,
the prodigal son’s confession of sin is not accompanied by an explicit quest for forgiveness.

The older brother is therefore right to view the whole episode with distrust. In his eyes,
his father has committed an injustice and he is probably right for the father has indeed failed
to honor him, his hard working son, most probably because he takes him for granted. It is
nonetheless very interesting that Rembrandt chooses to portray the story of the prodigal son
in a manner that involves three persons and not just two. His depiction of the unconditionally
forgiving father goes hand in hand with the unforgiving older brother and by pairing forgiveness
and the unforgivable, he places the viewer in an obvious and tormenting moral dilemma. Nobody
doubts about the sincerity of the father but all can also accept and understand the older brother’s
views as equally justifiable. For what is to take place now, the full restitution of the younger
son’s privileges and rank he once entertained before quitting the family, is completely unfair
and morally inappropriate as Jean Hampton would argue (Jeffrey G. Murphy and Jean Hampton
1990: 14-34). The older brother seems to understand this very well for no conditions were
attached to his younger brother’s forgiveness, and no forgiveness was asked in the first place.

What Rembrandt seems to wish to articulate in his picture by siding the father’s forgiveness
with the older brother’s unforgivable attitude, by essentially splitting the patriarchal authority
into forgiveness and the unforgivable, is that forgiveness is being granted and ought to be
granted without conditions. Either it is unconditional or it is not forgiveness (Derrida, 2001: 31,
32). Moreover, forgiveness never aims that which is forgivable.

If one is only prepared to forgive what appears forgivable, what the church calls “venial sin,” then
the very idea of forgiveness would disappear. If there is something to forgive, it would be what in
religious language is called mortal sin, the worst, the unforgivable crime or harm. From which comes
the aporia, which can be described in its dry and implacable formality, without mercy: forgiveness
forgives only the unforgivable. One cannot, or should not, forgive: there is only forgiveness, if
there is any, where there is the unforgivable. That is to say that forgiveness must announce itself as
impossibility itself (Derrida, 2001: 32, 33).

In portraying forgiveness along with the unforgivable, Rembrandt seems to claim that forgiveness
escapes all conditional logic of exchange, that it is not an economic transaction, that it is not
“proportionate to the recognition of the fault, to repentance, to the transformation of the sinner
who then explicitly asks for forgiveness” that it even lacks a meaning, in the sense that it cannot
really be justified, that it does not amount to reconciliation and finally that it escapes judgment.
(Derrida 2001: 35, 36, 41, 43) If the prodigal son had explicitly asked for forgiveness, he would
have tried to prove that he is no longer the same person as that who abandoned the family home.
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But he did not. He remained the same person and Rembrandt wants us to keep this in mind and
this is the reason why he paints him still clinging to his expensive sword. The prodigal son is
asking for the past to be forgotten. He is the same person that was found to be culpable; he is still
the guilty person and in the eyes of his older brother probably someone capable of repeating his
evil, without transformation, without amelioration and without repentance. Do we have reasons
to believe that the old father might not share some of his older son’s concerns? Surely to an old
and wise man as himself some of these thoughts must have crossed his mind. And yet, he does
not hesitate for a moment. He forgives that one who is unforgivable and commits an act that
neither his older son, nor us, the viewers, can entirely understand. For “pure and unconditional
forgiveness, in order to have its own meaning, must have no ‘meaning’, no finality, even no
intelligibility. It is a madness of the impossible” (Derrida 2001: 45).

It is therefore appropriate that Rembrandt devotes almost one half of the picture to the
older brother departing from biblical accuracy, as he indeed wishes to procure a reflection on
forgiveness in the horizon of the unforgivable. The old father and his two sons are depicted in
Rembrandt’s picture to encourage us to think whether forgiveness is indeed unconditional as
Derrida argues or if it is inevitably linked with terms and conditions as Charles L. Grisvold
(2007: 63, 64) maintains. We, spectators of the early twenty-first century live in a “culture of
apology and forgiveness” characterized by a sheer pervasiveness of the language of apology
and forgiveness and a proliferation of scenes of forgiveness in politics and in everyday ethics,
on a global level (Grisvold, 2007: 63, 64). There are obvious benefits in this culture as well as
inherent risks and one of these risks is trivializing the concept of forgiveness. It is against this
trivialization that Rembrandt’s painting The Return of the Prodigal Son works, attempting to
restore the dignity and depth of forgiveness, for us, contemporary viewers.

Aesthetics in my view is relevant today only as philosophy of art, in its Hegelian
denomination. The task of philosophy of art would be to illuminate the conceptual apparatus of
pictures and artworks so that we, contemporary viewers may gain hermeneutic access to them
and value them in the same way as we need to value history and our past. I would even go so
far as to say that philosophy of art ought to be a branch of art history, provided that the latter
has a proper epistemological status aligning it with its great forerunners, Hegel again but also
Wollflin, Riegl, Warburg and Panofsky who did not distinguish themselves from philosophers.
Understanding philosophy of art as part of art history is a Hegelian position to the extent
that Hegel first saw philosophy and history as inseparable and defined as the utmost duty of
philosophers to illuminate for consciousness our present historical condition. Needless to say
that I agree with the complaints that we often hear about aestheticians, namely that they employ
a self referential language having increasingly less to do with living or past art. Some tendencies
in aesthetics seem not to bother about art busing themselves with polishing their conceptual
tools as if these were ahistorical or irrelevant to artistic practice. Such conceptual tools however
need to be historically relevant to art, otherwise they are useless, oversimplified, schematic,
coarse and redundant, to use some expressions by John Hyman (Hyman 2006: 105). I think that
the epistemological status of both aesthetics and art history is extremely important today and
needs to be carefully scrutinized.
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The distortion of Leonardo da Vinci: how experts missed
the significant anamorphic design of Salvator Mundi
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This article will demonstrate how the Salvator Mundi, a work recently sold by Christie’s New York for
$450 million and said to be by Leonardo da Vinci, cannot have been conceived as an easel painting,
to be most normally hung or viewed at eye level. It will be shown that experts’ first impressions of
this previously unknown work became more important to them than an obligation to scientifically
answer to all its difficulties and anomalies. The very obvious distortions in this half-representation
of Christ — the mismatched eyes, the too long nose, the elongated face with seemingly Byzantine
proportions, the different sized hands and the too small shoulders — were not accidents or medieval
references, but designed by the artist as an anamorphosis. I discovered that seen from the correct
angle, that is, as if the work was placed over a door and viewed upwards slightly from the left, the
perspective adjusts to a perfectly proportioned and elegant portrait. The subject’s eyes line up and
even out, the nose and face shorten, the shoulders enlarge, and the left hand corrects to the scale of the
raised right hand, appearing to reach out and offer the crystal orb to the viewer. From an oblique fixed
position the image pops and takes on a three dimensionality, an optical illusion of perfect perspective.
The reconstituted image is surely now Christ the Redeemer; a fresco by Leonardo thought to have
been destroyed around 1600 when a door it was placed over was enlarged. It was found in the same
convent in Milan as his Last Supper. The design was never intended to be seen at eye level, or to be
photographed face on. A fallacious image has, therefore, gone viral, posted by experts who failed
to see the anamorphic design in the Salvator Mundi, or to understand Leonardo’s compositional
ingenuity.

Key words: Leonardo da Vinci, Salvator Mundi, discovery anamorphic design Salvator Mundi,

anamorphosis, art and optics, anamorphic perspective, Renaissance, facial proportions,
Last Supper, fresco, strappo technique, strappato

La distorsione di Leonardo da Vinci: gli esperti non hanno visto
la composizione anamorfica in Salvator Mundi
Questo articolo dimostrera come il Salvator Mundi, un’opera di Leonardo recentemente venduta da
Christie’s New York per 450 milioni di dollari, non possa essere stata concepita come un dipinto da
cavalletto, per essere normalmente appesa o vista a livello degli occhi. Sara dimostrato che le prime
impressioni degli esperti, su questo lavoro precedentemente sconosciuto, sono diventate pit importanti
dell’obbligo di rispondere scientificamente a tutte le sue difficolta e anomalie. Le distorsioni molto
evidenti nel questa rappresentazione di Cristo — gli occhi sfalsati, il naso troppo lungo, il viso allungato
dalle proporzioni apparentemente bizantine, le mani di diverse dimensioni e le spalle troppo piccole
—non erano accidenti o riferimenti medievali, ma progettati come anamorfosi. L’ho visto dall’angolo
corretto, cio¢, come se I’opera fosse stata posizionata sopra una porta e vista leggermente verso 1’alto
da sinistra, la prospettiva si adattava ad un ritratto perfettamente proporzionato ed elegante. Gli occhi
del soggetto si allineano e si uniformano, il muso e il viso si accorciano, le spalle si allargano e la
mano sinistra si adatta alla scala della mano destra, apparendo per raggiungere e offrire il globo di
cristallo allo spettatore. Da una posizione fissa obliqua I’immagine assume una tridimensionalita,
un’illusione ottica di prospettiva perfetta. L’immagine ricostituita ¢ sicuramente ora Salvatore; un
affresco di Leonardo noto per essere stato distrutto intorno al 1600 quando fu ingrandita una porta
sopra cui era stata collocata. Fu trovata nello stesso convento di Milano come la Ultima Cena. 11
disegno non ¢ mai stato concepito per essere visto a livello degli occhi o per essere fotografato a
faccia davanti. Un’immagine falso ¢ quindi diventata virale, postata da esperti che non hanno visto la
composizione anamorfica in Salvator Mundi o non hanno capito 1I’ingegno compositivo di Leonardo.
Parole chiave: Leonardo da Vinci, Salvator Mundi, scoperta del disegno anamorfico Salvator
Mundi, 11 anamorfoso, 1’arte e 1’ottica, la prospettiva anamorfica, il Rinascimento, le
proporzioni facciale, La Ultima Cena, I’affresco, strappato, il strappo
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The tyranny of first impressions

hrist depicted as Salvator Mundi (figure 1), said as it is to be by Leonardo da Vinci

(1452—-1519), has become an ubiquitous internet image. The painting from which it was

captured was sold in 2017 by Christie’s New York for a record $450 million (Christie’s
2017a). Literally hundreds of journalists, bloggers and commentators have reposted the image
since then. The piece was first published six years prior in a London National Gallery exhibition
catalogue: Leonardo da Vinci: Painter at the Court of Milan (Syson and Keith 2011: 101).
Before this it was almost unknown, and for well over a century it had been considered by
those few experts aware of its existence to be a poor low-level copy (Christie’s 2017a). Notably
however, the proportions are clearly distorted, and therefore wrong in terms of Renaissance
anatomical perspective. Yet almost all the international experts, invited to private viewings
around 2008, experienced decisive first impressions of the painting displayed at eye level on an
easel (Kemp 2018: 186). They could not have noticed the deformities — the mismatched eyes,
too long nose, elongated face with seemingly medieval proportions, the different sized hands
and too small shoulders — or they would not have thought this painting by Leonardo. This might
be termed a distracted bias, where the viewer focuses only on the bits they want to enjoy and
simply do not see other crucial aspects. In other words, it appears these scholars experienced a
situational blindness, undoubtedly as they were called to prestigious and respected institutions
to view the work in groups. However, those experts who did notice the distortions, and went on
to write about them, unfortunately seemed to lean towards fabrication in a bid to explain away
the dysmorphic features.

Figure 1
Attributed to Leonardo da Vinci, Salvator Mundi (given as 1500), oil on walnut panel, 65.7 x 45.7
cm, private collection, Abu Dhabi (Christie’s 2017b: 16—17, retrieved from the public domain https://
en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Salvator_Mundi_(Leonardo)#/media/File:Leonardo_da_Vinci, Salvator_
Mundi, ¢.1500,_oil_on_walnut, 45.4 x_65.6_cm.jpg).
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Figure 2
The Salvator Mundi (from figure 1) in an attempt to digitally correct the perspective. This gives the
impression as if looking up as one might to a fresco painting found above a door, approaching slightly from
the left. Not only does the anamorphic image adjust, but the figure pops. It looks three-dimensional from
this angle. (Author’s own graphic).

In spite of the perspectival difficulties the painting was quite rapidly declared a missing
Renaissance masterpiece, claimed by some experts to be a work created by Leonardo da Vinci
on this very walnut panel around 1500 (Syson 2011: 300). Their explanations for the distortions
(Kemp 2011: 174-75; Kemp 2018: 184-209; Syson 2011: 300-303) can only be described as
wildly speculative, as will be discussed. Moreover, apart from the portrait’s distorted features,
which are obviously contrary to the celebrated rules of Renaissance perspective and formal
proportions, a second difficulty for experts to overcome in attributing this work to the master
is that no panel painting on this subject definitively executed by Leonardo da Vinci can be
proven to have been lost (Syson 2011: 300, Christie’s 2017a). How can a (easel) painting that
1s not known to have been commissioned, not known to have been lost, then be found? The
assumption of the existence of such a work is actually based on the many contemporary copies
and derivations in circulation (a quite extensive list can be found on Wikipedia under “Salvator
Mundi (Leonardo)”). Nevertheless, despite these quite severe restrictions, and with no real
explanations, the experts blundered on with their attribution of the National Gallery painting as
autograph to the master.

Christie’s (2017a) provide a list of experts who were shown the work and positively
appreciated it, which includes American, British and Italian scholars.

The initial phase of the conservation of the painting had been completed in the fall of 2007. At that
time the painting was viewed by Mina Gregori (University of Florence) and Sir Nicholas Penny
(then, Chief Curator of Sculpture, National Gallery of Art, Washington, D.C.; subsequently Director
of The National Gallery, London). In 2008, the painting was studied at The Metropolitan Museum
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of Art by museum curators Carmen Bambach, Andrea Bayer, Keith Christiansen, and Everett Fahy,
and by Michael Gallagher, Head of the Department of Paintings Conservation. In late May 2008,
the painting was taken to The National Gallery, London, where it was studied in direct comparison
with The Virgin of the Rocks, ... . Several of the world’s leading Leonardo scholars were also invited
to study the two paintings together. These included Carmen Bambach of the Metropolitan Museum
of Art, David Allan Brown (Curator of Italian Painting, National Gallery of Art, Washington, D.C.),
Maria Teresa Fiorio (Raccolta Vinciana, Milan), Martin Kemp (University of Oxford), ... [and]
Pietro C. Marani (Professor of Art History at the Politecnico di Milano) ... .

It is reported that only Carmen Bambach dissented even slightly. She was inclined to ascribe
parts of the work (as she saw it) to a leading follower and workshop assistant of Leonardo called
Giovanni Boltraffio (1467-1516) (The Art Newspaper, 14 November 2017). She doesn’t say
which parts, and in any case this direction towards Boltraffio also fails to make sense of the
distortions. Missing from the list of experts who hailed the work at that time is the name Luke
Syson, the curator of the Leonardo exhibition in London in 2011 (Syson 2011: 300-303). Syson
wrote the catalogue entry for the piece, in reality an attribution article as the work had never
been published as a Leonardo da Vinci autograph painting before the London National Gallery
exhibition in 2011 (Syson 2011: 302; Christie’s 2017a). Indeed, Syson proffers the most bizarre
situation, giving a forthcoming publication that has until now never appeared in print, and which
was to be written by the actual owner of the painting at the time, this as a “source” for the work’s
supposed authenticity (Syson 2011: 302).

Figure 3
Wenceslaus Hollar, After Leonardo da Vinci, Salvator Mundi (1650), etching, first state, 26.4 x 19 cm, The
Royal Collection (RL 801855) (Syson 2011: 300, retrieved from the public domain https://en.wikipedia.org/
wiki/Salvator Mundi_(Leonardo)#/media/File:Wenceslas Hollar_- Jesus, after Leonardo_(State 1).jpg).
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Before the London National Gallery exhibition the panel had been acquired by a syndicate
of American dealers for less than $10,000 at an obscure Louisiana auction in 2005, where it was
catalogued as a copy. It was then cleaned and extensively restored by an American conservator,
Diane Dwyer Modestini, engaged by the then owners. In 2013, shortly after the National Gallery
2011-2012 exhibition, the panel was resold for a reported $80 million. (The Wall Street Journal,
19 September 2018.) Significantly, the public who had the opportunity to see the (extensively
restored) panel either at Christie’s in 2017, or earlier at the London National Gallery where
it was exhibited six years prior, were not wrong if they experienced bad or perplexed first
impressions. It was a complete curatorial failure to exhibit this painting at eye level, as if it was a
straightforwardly conceived easel painting, and to photograph it face on as if this made sense of
Leonardo da Vinci — his principles, his research, and his canon. I show in figure 2 my discovery
that in reality the composition is an anamorphic design. It was developed in this way because
Leonardo appears to have painted the subject as a fresco, placed high up over a convent door,
supposed only to be seen from a certain low vantage point as the viewer approached the exit
slightly from the left. The exact position would have been determined by the unknown height
of the door, yet nevertheless with at least the bottom of the painting not less than 8 ft from the
ground. Further, there would very likely have been a mark on the floor indicating where the
viewer should stand to gain the perfect perspective.

Luke Syson (2011: 302, fn 4) references this (now lost) fresco in his article, but only in
a footnote. He links it to another (lost) painting of Christ as an adolescent, which is mentioned
as having been done for Isabella D’Este (Syson 2011: 300). But Isabella D’Este did not live in
Milan, and Syson does not make it clear why it was she who supposedly ordered a fresco (of
an adolescent Christ) to be placed in the same convent as Leonardo’s Last Supper (in Milan),
the subject of which was actually recorded as Christ the Savior (Salvatore) (Valeri 1915: 558).
Syson’s link therefore makes little sense. An adolescent Christ would not usually be described
as Christ the Savior. The Salvatore fresco is known to have been destroyed around 1600, when
the monks had the door heightened and enlarged (Valeri 1915: 558). Syson surely promotes the
misconception that the fresco lunette was something entirely different to his Salvator Mundi for
one simple reason: if that (destroyed) lunette fresco of Christ the Savior (Salvatore) is the source
from which all the copies of Salvtor Mundi derive, then the (panel) painting Syson is promoting
and cataloguing is not a Leonardo, because clearly it is not a fresco. Even more difficult for
Syson’s theory (that Leonardo created an easel painting on walnut panel) is the anamorphic
design, which fits with the reported destroyed fresco (considering that fresco’s positioning) and
cannot therefore be a missing easel painting.

What is wrong with Salvtor Mundi?

Photographed straight on, and displayed at eye level, the portrait hailed as a great Renaissance
masterpiece, as has already been stated, has mismatched eyes, a too long nose, what seem to
be medieval proportions, different sized hands, and a body that appears to be insubstantial, all
issues that even a lay person would be disturbed by. Yet Oxford professor Martin Kemp (2011:
175), who is cited above as an early supporter, claims the Christ’s mismatched eyes are crafted
to endow the subject with an “ambiguous expression.” Leonardo may be mysterious, but can he
also be credited with creating a Christ with freakish eyes in an attempt towards ambiguity? The
more you look (straight on) at those eyes, the more they actually disturb you. Luke Syson, as
a further excuse for the weird perspective, invents the even more absurd notion that Leonardo
painted such a deformed image in purposeful abandonment of all his Renaissance research and
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principles to suddenly (and uncharacteristically) go Byzantine. Syson (2011: 303) states that
Leonardo made

the connection between his own creativity and God’s .... He made the ... point by the way he
painted the face of Christ itself [in the Salvator Mundi]. If the painting of the orb is marvelously
modern, dependent on Leonardo’s understanding of the passage of light, the face of Christ — rigid,
symmetrical, absolutely frontal — is deliberately archaic. ... above all, Leonardo is demonstrating his
awareness of those images of the Holy Face believed to have been made miraculously: the sudarium
... especially the Mandylion of Edessa.

Syson’s emphatic delivery startles! He has no source for any of these assumptions, except the
weird perspective he is trying to explain away, and in any case this clearly doesn’t explain
the mismatched eyes. How is Leonardo “demonstrating his awareness of ... the Mandylion of
Edessa,” especially as the image adjusts perfectly to a Renaissance naturalism when viewed from
the correct perspective? The many medieval claimants to be the veil, or sudarium, that Christ
pressed His face into are not anamorphic designs. And none of them have horribly mismatched
eyes. Yet Syson’s unsubstantiated fairy tale has been carried over and embroidered by Alan
Wintermute (2017: 17-43) in the Christie’s special catalogue of 2017, which accompanied their
Lot Notes. This is how rumors become reality. If the proportions are wrong (to Renaissance
standards) then they are wrong, and a serious art historian has to explain why. One cannot just
wish that fact away, or pretend not to notice, or as in Syson’s case, make things up as you go
along.

Evidence that isn’t evidence (or not quite)

As further supposed evidence of this work’s place in the canon of Leonardo’s easel paintings,
Syson produces an engraving executed in 1650 by Wenceslaus Hollar (1607—1677) said to be
after Leonardo da Vinci Salvator Mundi (see figure 3). Syson (2011: 300) believes there is no
doubt that the painting promoted by the National Gallery “is the picture copied by Hollar.”
However, he also admits that Hollar’s Christ is “very slightly stouter and broader.” In reality
the Hollar engraving shows a figure that is not just slightly stouter, but actually a lot beefier
than the National Gallery painting (viewed face on), particularly with far broader shoulders.
Further, Syson hasn’t looked very hard, because the Hollar engraving is really very different
in many other ways to the painting he is promoting. The subject’s right blessing hand in the
Hollar engraving diverges from the National Gallery version, with the medulla finger slightly
shorter and the fist more compacted in comparison. The hands are placed slightly further apart
in the Hollar engraving in respect to the National Gallery painting, and the subject’s left hand
angles away by a few degrees. Although the face is also somewhat too long, the exaggeration
is far less in the Hollar version. Notably the subject of the Hollar engraving has a rather large
beard, missing entirely from the National Gallery portrait, and this beard adds the illusion
that in the Hollar portrait the face is longer than it really is. Significantly though, overall the
Hollar engraving lacks the exaggerated (seeming Byzantine) elongation of the National Gallery
painting, and appears to take into account the adjustment of the anamorphic design as shown in
figure 2. Although it doesn’t quite arrive perfectly at this adjusted perspective, it comes half way
between the two images. However, to say that the National Gallery painting is the painting from
which Hollar (straightforwardly) made his copy is wrong.

A final and marked difference between the Hollar engraving and the National Gallery
painting is that with or without the adjusted perspective the eyes in the Hollar engraving are
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positioned to glance left to the viewer and are cast downwards. They are also very clearly the
same size and in line (if positioned a little far apart). On the other hand the National Gallery
portrait (seen at eye level) seems to have a forward gaze, although as the eyes are not in line
and are clearly different sizes it is therefore impossible to meld them together in the mind’s eye.
However, the National Gallery depiction does appear to adjust most perfectly (to the naked eye)
when held not just higher than eye level, but also slightly off right to the viewer (as if approaching
from the left). In this way the eyes line up and match, and do appear to look down at the
viewer. In a weird way they sort of then look at you when you might place yourself beneath the
painting to the left. Overall, however, it appears nevertheless that Hollar engraved his copy from
an entirely different painting than this one, even taking into account the adjusted anamorphic
design (or while engraving he didn’t quite hit the right perspectival spot) — although if it is this
painting he copied (from an angle) it is difficult, ultimately, to explain why he incorporated a
non-existent beard.

Figure 4
Centre, Attributed to School of Leonardo da Vinci, Salvator Mundi (c. 1503), oil on panel, 68.6 x 48.9 cm,
Museo Dicesano, Naples (commune.napoli.it, retrieved from the public domain https://en.wikipedia.org/
wiki/Salvator_Mundi_(Leonardo)#/media/File:School_of Leonardo_da_Vinci,_Salvator_Mundi,_Museo_
Diocesano, Napoli.jpg).

Is this painting by Leonardo, therefore?

The question then remains: is this Sa/vator Mundi promoted by the National Gallery a painting
by Leonardo da Vinci? Categorically, in terms of what is demonstrated here of the subject’s
genesis, the answer to that question might be a firm no. The composition almost certainly began
as a fresco on a wall high up above a door, while the National Gallery Salvator Mundi is clearly
supported on a walnut panel. Copies, such as the so-called de Ganay panel (figure 4) do not
reveal the same anamorphic distortions at the National Gallery painting (seen at eye level), not
least that one might assume that the copiers captured their images from the correct vantage point
(if the National Gallery composition is the fresco executed above a convent door). Any other way
of copying the (proposed anamorphic) design might in any case have been deemed disrespectful
to the original artist’s intentions. Figure 4 shows how the de Ganay panel, once thought also to
be the autograph Leonardo but now generally considered a school version (Syson 2011: 300),

53



exhibits proportions much closer to the adjusted perspective of the National Gallery painting,
and exhibits none of the distortions of the National Gallery painting when viewed face on. For
example, in the de Ganay version the subject’s left hand is thrust significantly more forward
and is evenly proportioned to the subject’s right hand. The eyes line up and match, the nose,
although still quite long is not simian-like, and the face is depicted smaller and in proportion
(and has a beard like the Hollar engraving). Although with some differences to the National
Gallery painting seen obliquely, the de Ganay panel is nevertheless ready to be hung at eye level,
and is not an anamorphic design composed to be seen from a low vantage point.

However, although now on panel, it is not impossible that the actual paintwork of the
National Gallery Salvator Mundi might indeed have started its life on a wall. Fresco can be
removed and re-adhered to another surface. It is a delicate process called in Italian “strappo” —
literally the paint is stripped from its cement housing. The method is to layer a number of open-
weave cloths glued consecutively to the surface, and once dry literally peel the painting away
from its cement housing. Remaining cement is gently chipped off the back, and the painting is
then re-glued to another surface, the pieces of cloth slowly removed with hot water to finally
re-expose the original painting, now stuck to its new support (Liana Tumino, 25 October 2009,
YouTube). Further, as Leonardo is known to have painted secco (dry) using oil and tempera as
a medium for his Last Supper (Alicja Zelazko, 13 March 2018, Britannica.com) it could be
deduced that removing one of his frescos from a wall might have been relatively achievable.
More research needs to be done, both on the National Gallery panel of Salvator Mundi, and
on this theory of a possible strappo, as the technical studies that are available (see Christie’s
(2017b) are insufficient to fully explain the possibility as raised here.

One piece of evidence that could indicate the authenticity of the National Gallery painting,
that it is indeed the original fresco strappato, might be found in the X-ray. This was captured,
it is reported, during a diagnostic campaign sometime before the National Gallery exhibition in
2011, and republished by Modestini (2017: 73). This X-ray shows changes that seem to have
been made to the composition, perhaps by the artist as he worked (pentiments). Adjustments
were made to both hands as well as to other aspects such as the bodice, which was originally
placed higher (Modestini 2017: 66). But more significantly it appears to me that the face, as
seen in the X-ray, was smaller and more in proportion to begin with. Most obviously the X-ray
also seems to reveal many changes to the eyes and the nose. This indicates the design might
not have started out as an anamorphosis, but developed as the artist progressed, probably when
he realized the portrait looked wrong as it was above the door and when viewed from the floor.
However, there may be changes to the final design as well that might have been added by a later
hand. The eyes seem quite inadequate in terms of technique in some parts. The technical report
of the restorer, in any case, and evidence of the work when it was bought, demonstrates that the
painting was over painted many times in its history (Syson 2011: 300).

It is very likely knowledge of the painting’s genesis and anamorphic design might have
been lost as it went through a process of different ownership over the centuries, and different
restorers later incorrectly interpreted its odd perspective and proportions, trying to adjust it to
an easel painting at the demands of each new patron. This is very much what has happened this
century, the painting having so much potential was let down by certain experts in their rush to
push through a premature attribution. The withdrawal of this painting from public viewing and
a thorough reappraisal of the work is crucial before any final decision of its authenticity can
be achieved. What is certain is that if it is an autograph Leonardo da Vinci then, on display, it
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must be hung at the correct height and viewed from the correct spot for the very best aesthetic
experience and the achievement of an overall positive first impression.
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My encounter with Michelangelo’s Rondanini Pieta

Estelle Alma Maré
Independent researcher
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This article proposes an explaination of the process of aesthetic experience that comprises a stage of
discovery of a work of art that initially may have aroused an emotional response in the viewer who,
in a second stage, proceeds to an objective analysis, evaluation and justification of the work’s art
historical meaning. The work cogitated in this regard is the Rondanini Pieta, Michelangelo’s last non
finito masterpiece. Because of the sculpture’s unresolved ambiguity it has been variously interpreted
without agreement about a convincing, definitive explanation of its meaning. After an overview of
the sources and a selection of interpretations the author proposes a further tentative interpretation of
the work.

Key words: aesthetic experience and ambiguity, Michelangelo, Rondanini Pieta

My belewenis van Michelangelo se Rondanini Pieta

Hierdie artikel bied 'n verduideliking van die proses van estetiese belewenis wat ’n fase van ontdekking
van 'n kunswerk behels, 'n fase wat moontlik aanvanklik 'n emosionele reaksie in die betragter
opgewek het, opgevolg deur 'n fase waardeur die kunshistoriese betekenis van die werk objektief
ontleed, geévalueer en regverdig word. Die werk waaroor beraadslaag word, is die Rondanini Pieta,
Michelangelo’s se laaste non finito meesterstuk. Te wyte aan die onopgeklaarde dubbelsinnigheid
van die beeld bied geeneen van die verskeie voorgestelede interpretasies 'n oortuigende, finale
betekenisuitleg nie. Na ’n oorsig van die bronne en 'n reeks gekose interpretasies, bied die skrywer
nogmaals ’n tentatiewe interpretasie van die werk.

Sleutelwoorde: estetiese ervaring en dubbelsinnigheid, Michelangelo, Rondanini Pieta

Negli anni molte e nelle molte pruove
cercando, il saggio al buon concetta arriva
d’un’immagine viva

vicino al morte, in pietra alpestra e dura.
(Michelangelo Buonarroti, sonnet 274)!

first viewed Michelangelo Buonarroti’s Rondanini Pieta in the late 1980s, in the Castello

Sforzesco, Milan. After having spent some time, one rainly Sunday afternoon, admiring

gold artefacts from ancient America on display in a special exhibition (of which I no longer
recollect any precise details), I noticed an ashen concrete enclosure at the far end of the hall. I
decided to investigate what was hidden there. When I turned at the enclosure to face its contents
I stood opposite the Rondanini Pieta, exhibited on a low pedestal (figure 1). Standing alone,
facing Michelangelo’s last non finito masterpiece, my unanticipated encounter aroused an
unsurpassed aesthetic emotion in me.? In the presence of the sculpture, the existence of which
I was aware, but not acquianted with through study, I felt awestruck, deprived of motion and
any sense of real time. I experienced the work’s maraviglia — Giorgio Vasari’s term for art’s
mysterious effect on the viewer — and defined by Cesare Ripa (1603: 305) as that “stupor of the
mind that occurs when something new is presented”, creating “a suspension of the senses in that
new thing”.?

I sensed that I was in the presence of an image of death and intuited Michelangelo’s last
work’s “undeniable and devastating power”, which John T. Paoletti (2000: 53) explicates:
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“Familiar works of art, particularly those by undisputed masters like Michelangelo,
tend over time to become blurred in their details even as they retain a strong and immediate
impact. Michelangelo’s Rondanini Pieta, a sculpture of undeniable and devastating power for
a modern viewer, is one of these works, perhaps because it is a relative newcomer in the canon
of Michelangelo sculpture and thus has not had the same scrutiny as others of his more famous
— and more finished — works.”

Figure 1
Michelangelo, Rondanini Pieta, 1552-64, marble, 195c¢m high,
Castello Sforzesco, Milan (retrieved from the public domain https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Rondanini-
Pieta).

When [ saw Michelangelo’s last sculpture again in May 2016 it was exhibited in a different
venue at the Castello Sforzesco. The exhibition hall, named Museo Pieta Rondanini, to which
the sculpture had been relocated in 2015 was a former Spanish hospital, attractivly restored and
spacious enough to accommodate a busload of tourists (figure 2). When viewing the sculpture
in the changed ambience, the musem where it is now centrally placed to be experienced in the
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round, several tourists were milling around the exhibit, taking photos. I could not retrieve my
former impression — as a matter of fact, I was disappointed by the new arrangement (figure 3).

The last sculpture by the greatest of all sculptors, whose other works are not as accessible, has
now become a tourist attraction.

Figure 2
Museo Pieta Rondanini, Castello Sforzesco, Milan (retrieved from the public domain
Https://www.inexhibit.com/subscribe-to-inexhibit-newsletter/).

Figure 3
Michelangelo, Rondanini Pieta, 1552-64, marble, 195cm high, exhibited in the
new venue at the Castello Sforzesco, Milan (retrieved from the public domain http:/www.advertiser.
it/2015042331410/aziende/la-pieta-rondanini-nella-luce-silenziosa-di).

59



The present placing of the sculpture on an elevated pedestal, approximately half its height,
counteracts the sagging earthbound appearance of the deceased male figure, seemingly supported
by a female figure, thus detracting from its meaning. However, the precautionary measure of
elevating the sculpture protects it from direct, face to face, viewing by visitors crowding to
become acquainted with the famous work.

The new pedestal that rests on an isolated, sunken base, was designed by the engineering
team Miyamoto, Earthquake + Structural Engineers. The structure was completed in 2015,
tested and found to be sound (figure 4).* This installation was deemed necessary to safeguard
the sculpture from the impact of earth tremors which occur in Italy from time to time, as well as
the vibrations of the nearby metro line. The client, Comune di Milano, exhibits the work with
the explanation that “the Virgin Mary mourning over the body of the dead Christ” expresses “the
theme of compassion”, which is a half-truth, as will be explained later.

Figure 4
Installation of the isolated base for the Rondanini Pieta,Castello Sforzesco, Milan
(retrieved from the public domain http://miyamotointernational.com/work-detail/pieta-rondanini/).

The disappointment experienced during my second encounter with Michelangelo’s last
non finito masterpiece, motivated me to research the way in which it has been interpreted
by non-art historians and art historians alike — assuming at the outset that it is impossible to
surmise the meaning Michelangelo probably intended to express. To arrive at an art historical
explanation with the purpose of articulating objectively what was initially my emotional and
intuitive evaluation of the work as an empathetic fusion of the figure of a woman and a male
body in death, necessitated, first and foremost, deliberation on an appropriate method to verify
my research.
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Aesthetic experience
Discovery and justification

My discovery of and emotional response to the Michelangelo’s last sculpture and subsequent
experience of disappointment when viewing it again after many years, led to the decision to
research available sources to enable me to interpret its meaning objectively. First and foremost,
I found that the acknowledment of my intention is supported by the insights of Leo Steinberg,
Harold Osborne, James S. Ackerman, Michael Baxandall, Jenefer Robinson, Thomas Dacosta
Kaufmann and Rosemary Barrow, quoted below:

Steinberg (1969: 824) states: I admire the art historian who lets the ground of his private
involvement show. Though we all hope to reach objectively valid conclusions, this purpose is
not served by disguising the subjectivity of interest, method and personal history that in fact
conditions our work.” Steinberg was probably motivated to hold this opinion because he was
aware of the fact that at the time editors of art journals removed all traces of authors’ personal
involvement with the works of art that were the subject of their submitted research.

In defining “aesthetic perception”, a term compatible with aesthetic experience, Osborne
(1878: 307) states: “What I have in mind is a form of cognition characterised as direct
apprehension or insight rather than analytical and discursive understanding, though sometimes
it may follow from discursive analysis, and which is distinct from emotional response, though
sometimes it may be accompanied by or even be excited by emotion.” Thus Osborne identifies
phases of experience and interpretation, but not in a specific order.

Ackerman (1979: 443) argues that works of art that are worth interpreting are those that
“stimulate worthwhile responses in the critic”. Continuing he states: “We start with a response
and then try to articulate it. But the rules of academic propriety force us to deny that we start
with a response. We are expected to aspire to scientific objectivity, even at the cost of misleading
ourselves [...] as to the criteria operating at the very foundations of our work.” Obviously, the
“foundations of our work™ are often personal and even emotive, while the outcome should be
analytic and discursive.

According to Baxandall (1985: 110-11):

Enquiry is often seen as consisting [...] of two stages, discovery and justification [emphasis added].
In the first it is licit to play all sorts of heuristic tricks [...] something which involves supressing, so
far as one can, concepts and knowledge of one’s own as well as trying to take up those of another.
This can lead to insights and intuitions that may appear in the explanation. Moreover there is no
reason why these exploratory stances should not be spoken of in the explanation: on the contrary,
there seems to be much to be said for openness about them. But the moment comes when the
explanation must be offered as something that can be scrutinized and evaluated, and this moment
must be in our terms and external to the mental universe of the object of study. If it were not, we
ourselves would have no mental access to it for the purpose of scrutiny and criticism. [...] [T]he
explanation must be to ourselves.

The point well made by Baxandall is that the art historian’s justification should acknowledge
and incorporate the context of a “personal history”, also emphasised by Steinberg and Osborne.

In a more direct statement Robinson (1996: 183) remarks: “Interest in the somewhat
passive idea of ‘aesthetic experience’ has given way to a focus on the concept of intepretation,
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conceived as an active search for the meaning of a work of art.” This does not imply that the
“passive idea” of discovery should be omitted in the justification.

Reception theory, as explained by Kaufmann (1996: 61), refers “to a number of distinctive
theoretical approaches with potential implications for the visual arts and their history. The
notion of ‘reception’ in general connotes a concern with the reaction or response to a work
of art or literature and thus implies a shift in emphasis from the production or creation of the
work, or from the writer or artist, to the perception or interpretation of the reader or beholder.”
The intrpretation that the beholder constructs of a work can only be valid if followed by an
impersonalised procedure based on argument or reasoning, as emphasised by Barrow (2005:
344): “[ T]he importance of the reader [or beholder] for the construction of meaning and thus the
relationship between image and interpreter is necessarily discursive.”

Michelangelo’s last sculpture
The depiction of figural vivacita in Michelangelo’s early career

During the years (1981-2004) that I lectured at the University of South Africa I tried to explain
to art history students interested in the Italian Renaissance Michelangelo’s preoccupation, in
both sculpture and painting, with the male nude in different postures, suggesting movement and
lifelikeness. Obviously, my students rarely travelled to Italy and we had to rely on slides for
visual information about Michelangelo’s works, as well as a prescribed text: Michelangelo and
the Language of Art (1981) by David Summers.

In general, the “language” of Michelangelo’s art refers to the lifelikeness of figural
depictions which was a much discussed topic during the Renaissance. A case in point is the
body of the deceased Christ in Michelangelo’s first Pieta, in St. Peter’s Basilica, Rome, which,
according to Fredrika H. Jacobs (2005: 168) “advanced, paradoxically, the discussion of figural
vivacita”. This Pieta conforms to Christian devotional iconography, but is exceptional for two
reasons: the serenity of the youthful Virgin who gracefully supports the lifeless Christ on her
lap, and the fact that the idealised body of the deceased barely reveals signs of torture (figure
5). Even in this early work, which Michelangelo completed at the age of twenty-four, there is
an “unique psychological force” that Ackerman (1961: 42-3) explains: “[Michelangelo’s] study
of anatomy, in contrast to Leonardo’s, was motivated by an incalculably important shift from
an objective to a subjective reality.” This implies that Michelangelo’s use of anatomy in figural
expression was not primarily based on visual fidelity, but informed by the idea that physical
grace has spiritual allusions.

During his early career Michelangelo depicted the energy and vital movement of male
figures in sculpture and painting in a way that causes one to surmise that he barely gave death
a thought. The sculptor’s inclination changed, however, when he aged. Shortly after 1547, the
date of the death of the poet Vittoria Collona, his friend and confidante in spiritual matters,
Michelangelo, at the age of seventy-two, began work on a second Pieta in Florence (also known
as The Deposition), a figural group depicting Christ’s body held by Nicodemus and flanked by the
Virgin and Mary Magdelene (figure 6). Intending it to be his funerary monument, Michelangelo
surely would have contemplated the inevitability of mortality.’ Strangely however, in 1555,
after eight years of work he mutilated and attempted to destroy the sculpture (causing various
art historians to speculate about his motivation to do so). At that date Michelangelo most likely
had already taken up the carving of the Rondanini Pieta, which he later restructured by means
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of a destructive act, decribed below. Thus, “the histories of these two works are interlocked,
although it remains unclear why Michelangelo would have two Pietas in progress in his studio
at the same time” (Paoletti 2000: 55). One may conjecture that Michelangelo’s violent actions
indicate that he wanted to transform both of them.

Figure S
Michelangelo, Pieta, date, marble, 195 cm high, St. Peter’s Basilica, Rome
(retrieved from the public domain https://en.wikipedia.org/w/index/php?title=Pieta_(Michelangelo)&old
1d=806502033).

Figure 6
Michelangelo, Pieta, 1547-55, marble, 226 cm high,
Museo dell’Opera del Duomo, Florence (retrieved from the public domain https://en.wikipedia.org/w/
index.php?title=The_Deposition_(Michelangelo)&oldid=743426279).
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Michelangelo’s old age

After Donato Bramante’s death in 1514, Antonio Sangallo the Younger (1484-1546) together
with Raphael Sanzio (died 1515), succeeded him in 1518 as the site architects of St. Peter’s
Basilica, Rome. After Sangallo’s death Pope Paul IV appointed Michelangelo in 1547, at the
age of seventy-two, to supervise the construction of the basilica. Michelangelo’s immortal fame
as an architect is assured by his revised design of the Greek cross plan Bramante had initially
envisaged for the centralised structure that supports the dome, also innovatively redesigned by
Michelangelo.® In the course of more than a decade that Michelangelo remained on the site

he significantly determined the outcome of the basilica, which was only finished long after his
death.

Unfortunately, the aging Michelangelo was not always venerated, but experienced ill-
will from a certain subordinate. According to Vasari (1979: 1907) the architect Pirro Ligorio
(1513-83), additionally appointed by Pope Paul to be in charge of St. Peter’s fabric, harassed
Michelangelo,

going around saying that he had sunk into his second childhood. Wherefore, angered by such
treatment, he would willingly have returend to Florence, and, having delayed his return, he was again
urged in letters by Giorgio [Vasari], but he knew that he was too old having now reached the age of
eighty-one [in 1556]. Writing at that time to Vasari by his courier, and sending him various spiritual
sonnets, he said that he was come to the end of his life, that he must be careful where he directed his
thoughts, that by reading [his sonnets] he would see that he was at his last hour, and that there arose
in his mind no thought upon which was not graved the image of death... .

For Michelangelo the image of death — undoubtedly visualised as his own — became an idea that
found expression in his last sculpture, with which he concluded his artistic career of more than
six decades.

The history of Michelangelo’s last sculpture

After Michelangelo had damaged the Florentine Pieta, Vasari (1979: 1906-7) observes that “it
became necessary to find some work in marble on which he might be able to pass some time every
day with the chisel, and another piece of marble was put before him from which another Pieta
had already been blocked out, different from the first and much smaller”. Only 31 centimetres
smaller in height than the Florentine Pieta, but comprising only two figures (Nicodemus and
Christ), compared to four of the previous work, Vasari probably refers to the work later named
Rondanini Pieta, the final work that Michelangelo had commenced by superimposing a second
version onto the first, but left off working on for a period of time. In this regard Steinberg
postulates several stages in the carving of the two versions (summarised by Paoletti 2000: 75,
note 12): “1551-52 a roughed out block ‘for which no certain record survives’; 1552 or 1555 a
statue resembling the three figure groups in the Oxford sheet [discussed by Tolnay 1934: 151-2];
155-1564 a two-figure group similar to the three sketches in the Oxford drawing; he leaves room
for a fourth and ‘last transformation’ in 1564.”7

According to the evidence of Michelangelo’s sketches for a Pieta in the Ashmoleum
Museum, Oxford, dated 1550-56, Charles Tolnay (1934: 151-2) surmises that “[t]he first
version of the marble group was probably begun soon afterwards” — that is in 1551 or 1552,
after Michelangelo had reached the age of 76. Continuing, Tolnay avers that this group “must
have been composed originally of powerful bodies of broad proportions, the surface work being
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rich and plastic, and only in the re-modelled final version did the bodies become slender and
delicately proportioned, flatly handled. Compare especially the fragment of arm, whose powerful
form is in contradition to the parts of the figure which have been worked over.”

The transformation, as compared to the Oxford drawings, is summed up by Rudolf
Wittkower (1877: 125-6):

The finished legs of Christ belong to the earlier version; the same is true of the severed right arm,
which belonged to a more substantial, more palpable torso. Moreover, the detail of the upper part of
the group shows that the present face of the Virgin was carved out of the lower part of a larger head
that looked up instead of down. [See figure 9.] Of the earlier version the crown of the head, the left
eye and the bridge of the nose are still recognisable. The detail also shows how Michelangelo had
reduced the physical bulk of the previous version with poweerful long strokes with a heavy punch; it
also shows the wok of the claw chisel in the faces of Christ and the first and second Virgin.

Michelangelo took on the task of modelling the “last transformation” of the arch-shaped block
at the age of nearly eighty-nine. Then, as Antonio Forcellino (2005: 293) relates, Michelangelo’s

physical faculties were in good shape, given that he was still working with hammer and chisel to
sculpt the last work he left us, another sacrificed Christ and yet another anguished mother. Almost
certainly working on a block of marble left amongst the damaged ones from Julius’s tomb, he chipped
away the previous sculpture and, leaving only one arm in order not to upset the balance of the marble,
he cut into the back of the statue in search of the new figure.

Forcellino describes the work in terms of traditional pieta iconography, which actually denies
the search for a “new figure”. What the new figural group would be that Michelangelo still
searched for a few days before his death in February 1564 is not explained in the testimony
of the artist or a contemporary. Consequently, it may defy definitive analysis and remain
“enigmatic and unfathomable” (Murray 1989: 1). Understandably, it has, according to Paoletti
(200: 53), “elicited romantic evocations from historians who speak of clandestine carving by an
octogenarian sculptor near death”.’

The non-finality of Michelangelo’s last sculpture

A work of art can be designated either ergon (final product, something that has been achieved), or
energea (something in the process of coming into being). As an unfinished work Michelangelo’s
last sculpture was literally in the process of becoming, while the sculptor — so to speak — was
at the ergon of his life. To the viewer the sagging form of the male figure in the work suggests
the inevitable force of gravity that cannot be countered by the upward movement of life that
characterised many of Michelangelo’s idealised male figures. In a late sonnet (number 166)
Michelangelo seems to have changed his view of the human condition by describing the corp’
umano as grave e mortal (“the human body [...] weighed down and mortal”).” However, it
would distort Michelangelo’s spiritual striving if his religious sincerity is ascribed only to
his later life, as Linda A. Koch (20206: 367) attests: “Over his long career, Michelangelo
considered the creative process and the work of art itself as integral to his personal engagement
with questions of Christian redemption and of spiritual perfection.” Such “spiritual perfection”
is also projected into Michelangelo’s sculpted figures of which so many were left unfinished,
perpetually suggesting a process of energea.'’

It is difficult to understand the intentions a genius expresses in a work of art, as Penelope
Murray (1989: 1) states: “[I]n each age and in each art, genius is that which defies analysis.”
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While the character or temperament of a person identified as a genius, such as Michelangelo,
whom Vasari called divino, may be enigmatic and unfathomable, analysis of his works and
enquiry into the context in which they originated, may contribute to an understanding of their
meaning. However, in this regard Bernadine Barnes (1995: 683) refers to Antonio Paolucci,
James Beck and Bruno Santi’s interpretation of Michelangelo’s Medici Chapel and states that it
“is a beautiful book meant to inspire appreciation of the beauty of the chapel, but there is also
an unspoken message here that information and appreciation will somehow lessen the aesthetic
experience”. In this regard lay lovers of art are known to argue that an academic study of art
history will lessen the emotional impact individual works have for them. This view is obviously
not shared by art historians — especially not by the present author. Replacement of the emotional
impact with research to gain an understanding of the context, style and meaning of a work
most often results in an enhancement of aesthetic appreciation. It may even cause a renewed
emotional involvement during the research process.

Interpreters’ views of Michelangelo’s last sculpture

Many of the interpretations of Michelangelo’s last non finito sculpture as a pieta by non-art
historians are based on a psychoanalytic approach in which the artist’s presumed pathologies
are projected onto the work. Michelangelo’s purported unresolved relationship with his mother
who died when he was a boy, gave rise to a series of psychological interpretations (too many
to quote in full''), mainly following on or elaborating the following proposition by I. Mohacsy
(1976: 512-3): “In this final work of Michelangelo’s old age, we have come full circle: to a
representation of genuine infantile fusion with the mother, as a final appearance of the need for
symbiotic union that accompanies us as a driving force from birth to death.” This is a very broad
generalisation of a human “driving force” and its expression by an artist.

Gerda Frank (1977) stigmatises Michelangelo as a depressive, whose unresolved
mourning for his mother is evident in the last work as a pieta, representing the old and dying
artist’s poignant reunion with the mother in death. This explanation is presumably based on the
appropriation of the female figure, presumed to be Mary, who embraces the Christ figure as a
personification of Michelangelo’s mother, resulting in a very simplistic interpretation.

Robert S. Liebert (1977: 54) observes a pattern in Michelangelo’s previous pietas that
motivated his final work: “This ambivalent and tormented struggle in Michelangelo, enacted
in his Marys and dead Christs, drove him to his final transcendent image of the fusion of the
Son and Mother, each made of parts carved out of the other, in which even the forces of gravity
are disregarded.” As a “transcendent image” the last Pieta demands motivated art-historical
interpretation, not a speculative presumption about Michelangelo’s unexplained “tormented
struggle”.

Margaret Walters (1979: 142) proposes that the “underlying fantasy” in all Michelangelo’s
sculpture, is “always of the stone as female, maternal”. This unsubstantiated psychological
insight motivates one to surmise that perhaps the fantasy referred to is a projection of the female
art historian’s own fantasy onto the sculptor’s love of stone. Walters (1979: 143) then continues
to elaborate on Michelangelo’s representation in the figure of Mary of his presumed lost or
rejected mother: “In the Rondanini Piefa [...] the bodies of Christ and his mother are blurred
into one another, and into the stone. The body of the mother is the body of death. The Madonna
carved when Michelangelo was only a boy [Madonna of the Stairs, circa 1491] shows the baby
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Christ hardly taken shape; he is still embedded in the stone, in the mother’s body. And all the
work of the intervening years seem to lead inevitably to the last great Pieta where the bodies of
mother and son finally merge, formless, and all masculine striving and all sexual distinction is
finally submerged in death.” However, the statement that “the body of the mother is the body of
death” is implausible; she is not the personification of death, but a distinct living figure.

Christopher Evan Jones (2009: 12) wrote a doctoral dissertation on Michelangelo’s last
work, focussing on the artist’s late-life development. He explains his research as “an emic
[sic] attempt to understand Michelangelo’s late-life development and art more deeply through
a psychodynamically-informed discursive-hierarchical hermeneutic reconstruction”. In a
concluding attempt at art-historical verification Jones (2009: 250) states: “Poised between
integration and disintegration, Michelangelo’s late-life and work remain fascinating for their
mystery. Standing upright and as a pair, Mary cradles Jesus in the hollow of her body, and the
interpretive layers of death, birth, unity and disunity all come together in the final aesthetic
moment Michelangelo ever offered.” This briefly summarised meaning Jones ascribes to
Michelangelo’s last work conforms to the views of Leo Steinberg (quoted below) and Margaret
Walters (quoted above), while his interpretation of Michelangelo’s late-life creation remains
preoccupied with psychoanalytic theory. In this regard, Paoletti (2000: 67), who does not refer
to Jones’s research, nevertheless refutes the assumption that uncertainty regarding the unfinished
state of the work and its compositional problems resulted from Michelangelo’s age.

Focussing on Michelangelo’s last unfinished sculpture the art historians quoted below deal
more explicitly with its execution, figural quality and contextual meaning.

Charles Tolnay (1934: 157) published the first modern study of Michelangelo’s last work
as a pieta, interpreting it as a testimony of the artist’s religiosity. He explains the representation
of Mary and Christ evolved as a “group united in spiritual love”, and reiterates: “The new
emotional content manifest, not only in the Pieta but also in later works of Michelangelo, comes
to represent in the personal life of the artist the fulfilment of his longings, that state of beatitude
toward his unsatisfied soul aspired.” While viewers of the work may attest to its emotional
content, it is not clear how the artist’s fulfilment of longings and his aspiration to a state of
beatitude could retain a supposed emotional manifestation. If the statement is true that “[i]nstead
of showing sacrifice, Michelangelo shows the spiritual state resulting from it” (Tolnay 1934:
157), it may be assumed that the intention to achieve a spiritual state would terminate emotional
content.

Leo Steinberg (1970: 271) offers an innovative interpretation that does not contradict
Michelangelo’s understanding of Christ in the lap of the Virgin, as in the first Pieta. He alleges
that in Michelangelo’s last work the consubstantiation of the mother and son is presented in the
sculpture as a fusion of the figures, making “the loved form issue [...] from the diminishing core
of the stone”, as if Michelangelo “tried once more to enact the Incarnation from Mary’s body”,
thus underscoring the symbolism of Christ’s burial as a return to the womb, an interpretation that
categorises the work as belonging to Incarnation iconography.

David Summers (1981: 459) abstains from venturing into an analysis of Michelangelo’s last
sculpture, but states: “His last works are deeply devotional. They repeat with an obsessiveness
that is a kind of husk of his early inventiveness. They are purges of the fantasy. [...] At the very
end, in the Rondanini Pieta, he repeated the figure of Christ once again; but as he had done
when he was young, when he carved the St. Matthew, he probed the stone, seeking out its life
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and grace, impossibly shifting figures in its dense mass, one last time trying to make life with
his hands, God and his mother stuttering and dissolving as one great arc consumes the stone”
(figure 7). Summers opines that Michelangelo “probed the stone”, implying the idea that the
sculptor intuited figural forms that he would release “to make life”, that is creating a work that
implies vivacita, but left them “dissolved”. Summers is right that Michelangelo left the figures
dissolved. Thus, one may presume that the sculptor created an ambiguity, whether intentional or
non-intentional — an idea pursued below.

Figure 7
Michelangelo, Rondanini Pieta, showing the arc form
(retrieved from the public domain http:www.italianways.com/michelangelos
-pieta-rondanini-an-incunabulum-of-contemporary-art/).
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Since pieta is the Italian word for piety and pity Jeffrey Rayner Meyers (1986: 22) offers
an interpretation that Michelangelo presented Christ’s death in his last sculpture in the context
of filial piety, for which “there is a strong Biblical tradition of the piety of Christ, illustrated in
several incidents in the Gospels”. In support of the observation that Mary leans on the upper
half of Christ’s body and does not support him, Meyers (1986: 20) states: “This visual illusion
creates an allusion not to the Christian theme of Incarnation, which Steinberg invokes, but to
the pagan theme of pius Aeneas.” Since this was a theme referred to in the Sistine Chapel
ceiling (the Deluge scene), Meyers (19865:23) postulates that “The Christian Aeneas [Christ],
piously obedient to His Father and piously subservient to His mother, performs the ultimate act
of the pieta”. Additionally he attempts to substantiate his claim for the Aeneas interpretation by
pointing out that in Raphael’s representation of the Burning of the Borgo (Vatican Stanze) Aeneas
is depicted carrying his father with their heads arranged in a similar position as those of Christ
and Mary. However, it seems ludicrous that a dead male body would rescue the female figure
of Mary that Paoletti (2000: 71) convincingly describes as a “ghostly figure” that Michelangelo
chipped away as much as possible from the original.

Jean-Pierre Barricelli (1993: 598-9) describes the physical presence of Michelangelo’s
last sculpture and suggests, in a rather imaginative way, the spiritual striving of the figures:

Michelangelo’s roughly chiseled [sic] last sculpture betrays strong gravitational pull, to be sure: the
weight of the flesh [of Christ] leans heavily away — almost fearfully — from the soul which struggles
to leave in the opposite direction. Pain and fear grip this body, which, with a whisper of breath left
in its agonised position, clings to an invisible life through resignation. But more significantly, it
pleads for release, seeking to free itself from universal sorrow. There is an uncanny antiphysicality
about it. And the mother, rather than support her son physically, rests her hand on his shoulder as
if in correspondence with his desired ascent to heaven. The gesture abets her son’s aspiration to an
abstract existence akin to divinity, and the duo thereby reduces itself to the mystical symbiosis of
faith (Christ) and love (Mary).

As acomment on Barricelli’s statement one may point out that “ascent” is not implied in the work.
Furthermore, the poetically sounding phrases in the quotation are not helpful in interpreting its
meaning and the reduction of the figures to a “mystical symbiosis” is a contentious idea.

Alexander Nagel (1996: 571) emphasises the shape of the reduced block from which the
existing version was carved:

In deciding to continue to work with what was left of the block Michelangelo effectively renounced
the rhetoric of figural movement upon which his art had hitherto been based. The figure of Christ is
literally sculpted out of the figure of the Virgin: his head carved out of her shoulder, is thus joined to
her chin; his arms carved out of her body, are as a result pressed against her legs. The Virgin no longer
supports him — for example from under the arm — but simply presses his shoulder against her chest.
At first her head, and to a lesser degree that of Christ, were turned upwards. This last vestige of a
dramatic conception then disappears in the final state, which shows them both looking down. There
is no more striving, but only a profound acceptance. The laws of physical support are overcome, and
the figures simply stand there, one pressed against the other.

Continuing his argument, Nagel (1996: 572) points out that Michelangelo “had made it his life’s
work to give expression to the divine mysteries within a conception of figural movement and
expression inherited from the antique and developed in Renaissance art. [...] Here, however, the
effort itself reaches its end.” Movement that implies life is terminated as Michelangelo changed
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style in his last work. It is indeed a work without precedent in the artist’s oeuvre and therefore
difficult to assess the meaning of the figures that “simply stand there”.

Laura Camille Agoston (1997: 535) initiates her analysis of Michelangelo’s self-imaging
with the statement: “Death holds a place in Michelangelo’s conceptual universe that is both
pervasive and difficult to define.” It is not clear what “conceptual universe” implies, but death
has indeed become the dominant theme in Michelangelo’s last work. In this regard Agoston
(1997: 540-41) states the problem of Michelangelo’s identification with the Christ-figure in
the group, but without offering a definite interpretation. Even so, she astutely suggests that the
sculptor’s own death determines the meaning of the work:

It is important that the unfinished condition of the sculpture makes the identity of both figures in
the group ultimately unresolvable. If the possibility of self-portraiture can be entertained, then it
appears that the sculptor’s identification with Christ is so strong that the gap closes in the realm of
representation. In the days before his own final illness, Michelangelo occupied himself with carving
an image of death as a release of the body into strong supporting arms. As with the Florence Pieta
there is, arguably, an allegorical dimension to the unfinished condition of the sculpture, an allegory
of art as a process driving itself further and further into the marble block until it has found itself
representationally in the dead body of Christ and then is itself stopped by death.

Agoston’s suggestion regarding Michelangelo’s possible intention of identification with Christ
is supported by Finn and Hartt (1975: 178): “As one looks at the concave profile beginning to
emerge from the ghostly radiance of the unfinished marble, again the suggestion of a self-portrait
is apparent in the shape of the nose and beard. Now, in extreme old age, the artist identifies
himself with Christ rather than Joseph of Arimathea... .” (See figure 9.)

John T. Paoletti (2000: 53 and 57), who greatly influenced a renewed understanding of
Michelangelo’s last work, establishes his analysis of the work as representing “an upright,
withered nude male body — the Christ — supported from behind by a raised hooded figure standing
on a stone”, on the fact that “[t]he most telling aspect of the Rondanini Pieta is the character it
has as a palimpsest”. Paoletti refers to three aspects of the initial sculpture that remained visible
in the second version. First, the residual severed muscular right arm of the earlier depiction of
Christ, replaced by a relief-like new arm on the right side of the figure (figure 8). Second, a
duplicated second body part exists in the head of the standing figure. Besides the two arms and
two heads (see figure 9), there is the curious bared leg of the figure behind Christ. Since Mary’s
leg is never shown bared, this leg must have belonged to an original male supporting figure, as
in the Florentine Pieta. Paoletti (2000: 59) refers to these details to claim:

Since in the Rondanini Piefa multiple ideas exist simultaneously — not overlain as they are in a
pentimenti — its palimpsest introduces a high degree of ambiguity and tension, continuing to stimulate
fascinated responses to the work. Two important points of interpretation derive from the appearance
if the palimpsest: 1) there can be no single, exclusive identification of the figure supporting Christ;
and 2) this very ambiguity itself creates meaning for the sculptural group.

Paoletti (2000: 56) nevertheless sincerely suggests that “it is timely to attempt a fresh examination
of the sculpture [...] and seek some understanding of the sculpture’s meaning, especially as
it might pertain to the artist’s thinking about redemption and salvation”. If an interpretation
pertaining to redemption and salvation would indeed contribute to the understanding of the
work, the pieta iconography would be in doubt.
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Figure 8
Michelangelo’s last sculpture, showing the replaced arm
(retrieved from the public domain http:www.italianways.com/michelangelos-
pieta-rondanini-an-incunabulum-of-contemporary-art/).

Philipp Fehl (2002: 22) discusses Michelangelo’s intention with the last sculpture as a
memorial for his grave, thus as a successor to the Florentine Pieta:

In the place of Nicodemus with the traits of Michelangelo there now is Mary herself and she alone
holds up the dead Christ, holds Him in the very act of the body’s sinking to the ground. And even
in this new constellation of his concetto Michelangelo modelled and remodelled the work into ever
new refinements of his meekness. He preserved the mighty right arm of the Christ in his first version
of the Rondanini Pieta throughout the time he worked on the statue, even though it no longer could
be part of it, perhaps to have before his eyes not only what he was working on but also what he was
trying to overcome.

Fehl continues by describing the “lyrical grace and the vivid sorrow” of the work and succinctly
refers to how “the figures rising from the stone support one another in a balancing of opposites
that is the source of all harmony”. This reference to “harmony” is an exaggerated idealisation of
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the stylistic paradox of the last work that negates the classical manner of balancing of opposites.
However, “what [Michelangelo] was trying to overcome” is an idea worth pursuing, but which
will ultimately remain speculative.

Antonio Forcellino (2005: 293) claims an understanding of what “drove” Michelangelo’s
working method:

The lack of space remaining in the block [after the mutilation of the first version] drove him to make
the Christ thinner and thinner to the point of reducing his body to the semblance of a soul in anguish.
The accident of this reworking gave rise to yet another masterpiece, the last one in his life: Christ’s
body frees itself of every pointless encumbrance and finally becomes pure sentiment, in relation to
which even the anatomy ceases to be important.

Perhaps Forcellino could have stressed the point that the “soul in anguish” could be a projection
of the artist himself whose death was imminent, thus identifying with Christ, whose body has
aged since Michelangelo depicted him in the first Pieta.

The cumulative effect of the above views demonstrates the variety of tributaries
that comprise claims to resolve the meaning of Michelangelo’s last work. Those that are
psychologically critical and others that are quite sympathetic and lyrical in expression both
remain speculative and stress an affective meaning, while none of the more serious attempts
at a scholarly interpretation reaches a definitive conclusion. Therefore, Paoletti (2000: 74, note
2) is motivated to state: “It should be underscored at the outset that the Rondanini Pieta has
never received the scientific and technical, let alone stylistic, study that a work of this presumed
importance deserves.””

Justification

After the search for scholarly interpretations of Michelangelo’s last work, I have come to
sympathise with John W. Dixon, Jr. (1994: 145) who avers: “Of all Michelangelo’s works, perhaps
of all works of art, the most difficult to deal with adequately is the Rondanini Pieta.” This is
most probably due to the fact that we do not know for certain what concetto® Michelangelo had
in mind when he modified the first group of figures that constituted a piera, to become a second
group with a new theme and meaning. When formulating my own appraisal I have the choice
to retreat into a “cautious relativism”,* allowing many different interpretations to influence my
interpretation, or to postulate an independent interpretation based on factual evidence available
about the work’s origin and development.

By subjecting Michelangelo’s life to psychoanalysis his perennial association with both
the mother-figure and Christ may be postulated, but not verified. The question remains: did
he intend to project his association with Mary as a mother-figure, and with Christ with whom
he presumably identified in a last pieta? Personal pathos may have motivated Michelangelo
when he sculpted the final version of his last work, being most certainly aware that he is on the
threshold of transition to salvation for which he had a spiritual longing. Thus, imminent death
gave meaning to the last work in which art ultimately acknowledges its limits. Life can be
represented in bodily movement; not so the stillness of a dead body lowered into the earth — an
action that implies a return to the womb and hence an anticipated spiritual rebirth.

When creating the final version Michelangelo destroyed most reminiscences to the initial
Pieta whose meaning he could probably no longer sustain. Consequently, he proceeded to hew
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from the male supporting figure the image of a woman seemingly lowering a worn body into the
grave. Who was the woman intended to be? And whose body descends into the grave?

To answer to these questions one should bear in mind that traditionally Michelangelo
remained a practicing and devout Christian who presumably never rejected or questioned the
ritual practices and teachings of the Roman church. He attended mass daily, had prayers said
for the successful completion of new endeavours, and firmly trusted in the efficacy both of
prayer and of the sacraments.” However, Paoletti’s (2000: 70-71) explanation that “Mary is to be
equated with the church [Ecclesia] in the Rondanini Piefa”, since “the Virgin acts as custodian
of salvation”, raises a problem. Paoletti (2000: 71) further problematises the traditional view
of salvation afforded by the church, as embodied in Ecclesia, describing her presence as in the
sculpture as a “ghostly figure”, chipped away as much as possible, to render her “profoundly
ambiguous”. Paoletti (2000: 71-2) continues: “While acting as a necessary support for the dead
body of Christ, Michelangelo’s attack on the physical mass of the stone does cause Mary/Ecclesia
to disappear before our very eyes leaving the figure of Christ, the symbol of redemption by faith
alone so central to the ideas of reformers both within and without the institutional Church, as
the focus of concentration.” And concludes: “It is no wonder that the Rondanini Pieta remained
unresolved, embodying as it does the clashing views of traditional Catholic and reform thinking
both within and without the Church.”

Accepting Paoletti’s conclusion about the unresolved meaning of Michelangelo’s last
work, one needs to recall his previously quoted insight that in this work “multiple ideas exist
simultaneously — not overlain as they are in a pentimenti — its palimpsest introduces a high
degree of ambiguity and tension, continuing to stimulate fascinated responses to the work”
(Paoletti 2000: 59).

The ambiguity of a work of art needs further perusal. According to Semir Zeki, a
neurologist who specialises in studying the visual brain, “the inestimable quality of ambiguity”
is characteristic of all great art, not only of unfinished works which abound in Michelangelo’s
oeuvre. However, “being unfinished,” Zeki (2001: 81) avers, “the spectator can finish them and
thus satisfy the ideals of his or her brain”. Obviously, the spectator’s fantasy may satisfy his or
her imaginings when looking at Michelangelo’s last work, which, as noted above by Paoletti,
“stimulate fascinated responses to the work”, a selection of which has been discussed.

Consequently, the scholarly interpreter cannot avoid the task of explaining ambiguity.
Zeki (2004: 189) offers a neurological definition of ambiguity, “namely that it is not vagueness
or uncertainty, but rather certainty, the certainty of different scenarios, each one of which has
equal validity with the others. There is no correct answer, because all answers are correct.” In
the case of works of art, either finished or unfinished, Zeki (2004: 190) avers that “the brain is
able to give multiple interpretations that are of equal validity to the same work”, and continues
with special reference to the Michelangelos’ last sculpture that “the solutions are [...] large in
number” — implying that all are of the same validity. This assertion may have some relevance
for the individual brain contemplating a work of art, but, as has been the purpose of the present
research to demonstrate, diverse interpretations, or solutions offered to explain the ambiguity of
Michelangelo’s work, are certainly not all of the same validity. But what is beyond dispute in
Zeki’s (2004: 173) findings is that “we can only be conscious of one interpretation at any given
moment” (emphasis added).

73



At present an art historical researcher is indeed offered a choice between various responses
to Michelangelo’s last work, including his or her own. However, the first problem the researcher
has to overcome in understanding the meaning of the work revolves around the terms “likeness”
and “difference”. It has to be acknowledged that the accepted title persuades most viewers to
regard it in terms of the traditional pieta iconography, that the female figure represents Mary
united with her son’s crucified body. This is a dubious solution because there are details in
the work that indicate differences from the conventional iconography, even as expressed in
Michelangelo’s own previous works. In an act of volition Michelangelo extensively shattered
the Pieta he started on in 1551 or 1552 to create a new work out of its remains, of which the
original is only a palimpsest. It is most unlikely that he intended the new work to be a revised
pieta. In fact, Michelangelo obliterated the piefa references that characterise his previous works
that bear the title (see figures 5 and 6). I reiterate: historical evidence points to the fact that
Michelangelo partly destroyed the initial Pieta, begun in 1552, but died before he could achieve
the final transformation, which surely would not merely be a altered version of the original
theme.

Since the pieta image has been almost completely erased from the original sculpture, what
takes its place is an image of two figures subject to mortality, described in sonnet 274: “Negli
anni molte e nelle molte pruove cercando, il saggio al buon concetta arriva / d’'un’immagine
viva / vicino al morte, in pietra alpestra e dura.” In death the male figure does not relate to
incarnation iconography, neither does it conform to Christian devotional iconography. It is
contended that the represented corp’ umano, grave e mortal, is Michelangelo’s own envisaged
self-portrait in death (see figure 9), released from previous identities: released from being the
son of an attending mother figure, and from belonging to the traditional Eccelsia.

Figure 9
Michelangelo’s last sculpture, detail of the deceased male body
and the double face of the standing figure (retrieved from the public domain
http:www.italianways.com/michelangelos-pieta-rondanini-an
-incunabulum-of-contemporary-art/).
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Conclusion

As indicated in the introduction, when I at first stood before Michelangelo’s last sculpture I
intuited that this profound work of art conveys a message of death. The contemplation of its
aesthetic significance totally absorbed my thoughts and feelings. That initial privileged private
viewing can never be repeated in the present curated Rondanini museum with the simplistic
message by Comune di Milano that the work expresses “the theme of compassion”. However, |
have, after extended art historical reflection on its meaning, experienced an Anschauung, a term
that “marks the turn from perception to apperception, as it enables one to think about an object
rather than merely to perceive it” as Karen Lang (2006: 3) succinctly states. However, Lang
(2006: 196) concedes: “[T]he work of the art historian, who labours on behalf of interpretation,
indicates the inability to provide the painting [or sculpture] with an ultimate meaning.”

I acknowledge that it is difficult to reveal Michelangelo’s ultimate concetto layer by layer
in the strange palimpsest of an initially intended pieta, but eventual reinvented figural group.
This compels the viewer to refrain from seeing and thinking about the unfinished sculpture as a
pieta. The decisive question then is what new title would be more appropriate than “Rondanini
Pieta”? The tentative answer is that it should simply be referred to as “Michelangelo’s last
sculpture”, about which I will continue to marvel about its “undeniable and devastating power”
(Paoletti 2000: 53).

Notes
1 “After many years and many attempts / The 5 Vasari provides evidence for the dating of the
wise man in his quest arrives at the right work in the first edition of the Lives (1550).
concept / Of a living image, / In Alpine and hard
stone — only as he nears death.” Michelangelo 6 For an overview of the complicated history of
Buonarroti, sonnet 274, quoted from Barricelli the construction of St. Peter’s Basilica, see
(1993: 611). http://www.newworldencyclopedia.org/entry/
St._Peter%27s_Basilica. Also see Boorsch
2 Markovi¢ (2012: 1) lists three crucial (1983).
characteristics of aesthetic experience: “[F]
ascination with the aesthetic object (high 7 For a visual overview of the work, see Finn and
arousal and attention), appraisal of the Hartt (1975: 119-99).
symbolic reality of an object (high cognitive
engagement), and a strong feeling of unity with 8 The evidence for the fact that Michelangelo was
the object of aesthetic fascination and aesthetic still working on the Pieta a few days before his
appraisal”. death is discussed by Paoletti (2000 : 74, note
3).
3 According to Barolsky (1993: 41), “the
term maraviglia [...] has so many uses and 9 Quoted from Saslow (1991: 324).
ramifications in the language of the sixteenth
century. Maraviglia denotes wonder, 10 Schulz (1975: 366) provides the following
astonishment, or surprise, conveying further the account of Michelangelo’s unfinished
sheer delight or pleasure of such wonderment”. sculptures: “Of the forty-two pieces of marble
sculpture carved by Michelangelo himself,
4 Information about the isolated base of the twenty-four (almost three fifths!) are, or are
statue was retrieved from You Tube on 10 known to have been, unfinished in entirety or in
October 2016. See also Miyamoto’s website part.”

on Michelangelo’s Pieta Rondanini: http//

miyamotyointernational.com/work-detail/pieta- 11 For a more complete list of psychological

rondanini/. interpretations of the Rondanini Pieta, see
Paoletti (2000: 74, note 64).
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12 Paoletti (2000: 74, note 2) states that “The
literature on the Rondanini Pieta is not
extensive, but, given the statue’s recent
‘discovery’, sizable nonetheless”, and then lists
the most useful items.

13 With concetto is meant the figure in the
sculptor’s mind, which he may have surmised to
be pre-existent in the marble block.

14 I borrow the term “cautious relativism” from
Schulz (1975: 366) who wrote about the fact
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