PROBLEMS OF SOCIALIST ART
by John Berger
Can we dismiss the work of the Impressionists and those who followed them as little more than an expression of the decadence of bourgeois culture? Or can we find in such works, arising dialectically out of their contradictions, positive and progressive possibilities which once revealed cannot be ignored ?
Let me admit straight away that the direct social meaning of the art of this period is often weak and ambivalent,1 although most of the artists concerned thought of themselves as revolutionaries. They were fully aware that they were living at a time of profound change and crisis and they realized that past explanations and past solutions were no longer adequate. But they saw this only in general cultural terms or in terms of their own art.

They were not political revolutionaries: some were even political reactionaries. They were unable to see the connection between the cultural crises which they themselves faced and the crises that were accompanying capitalism in general as it entered its imperialist phase. They hated the bourgeoisie and were opposed to its values. Never​theless, the protests of these artists were directed primarily against the philistinism of the bourgeoisie. They hated what the bourgeois stood for in his culture, rather than what he stood for in terms of the class struggle. And so, for the most part, they were quite unable to see their way to joining the proletarian struggle for Socialism. They fought only with their paintbrushes and only for painting.

As a result of this their works were not addressed to any particular class or section of the public, neither to the bourgeoisie nor to the working class. They were comparatively unconcerned with didactic communication. Their subjects became increasingly personal. Their language was sometimes obscure. Their lives became eccentric, bohemian, and in some cases self-destructive.

How did the art from 1870 to 1920, which began with Impression​ism and continued until about the time of the first successful Social​ist Revolution, the Soviet Revolution — how did this art in fact differ from that which preceded it? The methods of painting changed. The Impressionists' use of broken-up marks of colour was new. Gaugin's use of flat colour and heavy outlines was new. Van Gogh's direct drawing in paint was new. Cezanne's* use of simultaneous viewpoints was new. The Fauves' use of pure colour to suggest energy was new. And so also was the Cubists'** use of planes to analyse structure. The subject matter of painting also changed. The new subjects were drawn very much more directly from the artist's own daily life; the street in which he lived, the cafe he frequented, the fruit in his studio, the new landscapes he saw as he travelled by train.
* Gaugin, Paul (Gauguin) (1848—1903): a well-known French painter whose art symbolises a reaction to Impressionism expressed in the terms of the exotic and the primitive. Paintings bear decorative quality.
Van Gogh, Vincent (1853—1890): an outstanding Dutch painter whose art in​fluenced the development of Expressionism. Paintings characterized by exaggeration of form and intensive colours.
Cezanne, Paul (1839—1906): a French artist. Participated in the early exhibi​tions of the Impressionists, himself considered that art should convey permanent qualities such as volume, shape, etc. Influenced Cubists at the beginning of XX cen​tury.
The Fauves: a group of artists who exhibited their works in 1905 and received the nickname of the Fauves (wild).
** Cubism: a trend in formalistic art, absorbed in purely professional technical problems; originated in France in 1906—1909.
But the most important difference of all was that the artist's new and extreme isolation now compelled him to cease relying upon any conventions of meaning. Since he had no guaranteed public, he could no longer depend upon anyone interpreting a given object or incident in a given way. Paintings could no longer illustrate or comment di​rectly upon any general system of ideas. Their interest became cen​trifugal. A painting simply gave evidence now that its subject had been seen in a particular kind of way. Vision itself became the new content of art.

For the Impressionists their method of seeing, dependent upon their theory of light, became as important as the particular themes in front of which they set up their canvasses. Van Gogh, Gaugin, Ce​zanne, the Cubists, all constantly refer in their letters to new ways of making themselves and other people look. Thus the painter began to paint in order to prove something rather than to describe some​thing. This was the most distinctive characteristic of the new art.

Now obviously such a development could open the door to the grossest subjectivity. The artist could now paint in order to prove the 'reality' of his own private world at the expense of the actual one. But it also opened the door to another possibility. The artist could now paint in order to prove the dialectic that inevitably exists between any subject and any way in which it is seen. Nature was no longer something laid out in front of the painter. It now included him and his vision. Consciousness was now seen to be subject to the same laws as Nature. Thus the new art offered on one hand an excuse for every kind of subjectivity; and on the other hand the possibility of creat​ing — for the first time in history — a truly materialist art. These two opposite trends—the subjective and the objective —have exist​ed side by side ever since.

What I want to stress is that the historical development which I have very briefly outlined did also lead to a realisation of true revo​lutionary significance. Certain artists came to realise that appearances are not fixed, and that the appearance of any given object is merely one stage in several processes: the process of the object's own develop​ment, the process of its being seen by a particular individual in a par​ticular situation. Different artists approached this new discovery from different sides. The Impressionists emphasised the way appearan​ces depend upon light. Degas and Rodin* emphasised how appearances are changed by movement. Van Gogh emphasised how appearances can be changed by the emotional meaning of the scene for the specta​tor. And Cezanne himself, overwhelmed by his realisation that appear​ances are limited by the viewer's position, set out to transcend this limitation and to show the table or the mountain in front of him from several viewpoints simultaneously.

* Degas, Edgar (De Gas) (1834—1917): a French painter and draughtsman whose works were exhibited together with the Impressionists, but whose main inte​rest was centered on composition and the rhythmic elements of composition.
Rodin, Auguste (1840—1917): a celebrated French sculptor.
Now, I imagine that objections to what I have said so far may run along two lines.2 Some may say that what people normally and habitually see is the reality: anything else is a subjective imposition on that reality. Others may point out that the whole way in which I am approaching the subject is over-cerebral: a painting is not just an exercise in discovering a physical or philosophical truth; it is a work, as Blake* said 'of love and imagination,' and its humanity, its expression and its soul is there to appeal to our hearts, to move us. * Blake, William (1757—1827); a well-known English painter and poet.
But surely what we perceive when, say, we look out of the window is an amalgam of what we see with our eyes and what we already know. We do not simply rely on the image mechanically recorded on the ret​ina; we also rely on our experience. One man will look at a mountain and observe certain facts about it; another man, no less objectively observant, will observe a different series of facts and carry away in his memory a different image from the first one. Furthermore, each of their views will only include certain aspects of the total reality of the mountain, not all. From the valley beneath, the mountain may appear triangular in shape; from an aeroplane above it, it may appear as a flat, squarish table; and to a climber on its peak it may look like an irregular cone. And even all these examples leave out of account3 the factor of movement, which is actually always present. The light moves, the subject moves, and so do the spectator's eyes and head. Our area of intense optical focus is very small and we relate one object to another by glancing between them and by using our memory. We do not see as a camera records, intercepting all movement instantane​ously; which is why a photograph can often appear to us to be distorted.

I emphasise like this the relativity of what anyone of us sees at a given moment, not in order to allow everyone to claim their own 'reality,' nor to suggest that reality itself is unknowable, but rather to emphasise that reality is far more complex than any single view of appearances. No work of art can do justice to the whole complexity of reality. Every work of art is a simplification based on a convention. The convention itself emphasises a particular aspect of nature in accordance with the interests of the particular social group or class that has created it.

If all that we have to do in front of a painting or sculpture is to recognise it, then clearly we are only being reminded of what we already know. In fact we need to look at every work of art as if it were a new object; it is its final comment, not its immediate appear​ance, that we need to relate to and judge by the rest of our experience. The works of Raphael or Michelangelo contain distortions that are as radical as those in the best works of contemporary artists like Leger or Matisse*. The all-important difference is that we are by now famil​iar with the conventions of Renaissance art, but are not familiar with the conventions of the art of our own time. Indeed, our familiar​ity is so great that there is now the danger that we accept the con​vention for the reality. Take, for example, the Renaissance use of drapery. We now look at the way Botticelli or Mantegna** painted drapery and we marvel at how convincing it seems. Yet the laws by which these painters arranged their folds and swirls of material were very arbitrary. No actual robes or materials could ever fall or arrange themselves as they do in their paintings. These painters used drapery in order to explain and emphasise the structure and movement of their figures. Their folds served a not dissimilar purpose to the planes of the Cubists four hundred years later.
 * Leger, Fernand (1881—1955): a French artist; began as Impressionist, then turned to Cubism. Later developed new decorative forms in art. His main subjects:

workers, cities, machinery, cyclists, etc.
Matisse, Anri (1869—1954): a French painter, sculptor and graphic artist. Leader of the Fauves. In his conception colour receives priority over all else, art serves decorative purposes, a painting must be a source of joy and comfort.
** Botticelli, Sandro (1444—1510): an Italian painter of note. Mantegna, Andrea (1431—1506): an Italian painter and engraver, master of Paduan school. Had notable effect on the art of Raphael, Holbein, Diirer.
Again, I do not say this in order to justify all distortions. It is here that the whole problem and danger of Formalism does indeed arise. But Formalism is not primarily a question of the degree of dis​tortion. Formalism can exist within the most naturalistic tradition. The key question is to decide about the purpose of the simplifications and distortions that the artist has made. If their purpose is merely to solve a pictorial problem or meet an outdated convention, then they can be condemned as formalist. Reality is being traduced for the sake of art. If, on the other hand, their purpose is to isolate and underline an aspect of the truth about the subject, then they may well be justified. It is possible of course that the emphasis of one aspect of the truth may falsify other aspects that are more important. But that is a problem that has to be considered in relation to each parti​cular case and has nothing to do with the principle of distortion as such.

Let us remember that all art is artificial. It offers us images and not facts. A bronze statue never breathes. A painting of a running figure never moves. Art cannot reproduce reality in its entirety. In​stead it can do one of three things. It can accept our habit of looking (habits that have been largely formed by the art of the past and today by photography) and building upon these, it can remind us of what we have already seen, offering us at the most only new combinations. This is the way of Naturalism. Alternatively, it can build upon the belief that art is in some way superior to reality and so select, distort and simplify aspects of nature for the sole purpose of making a pleasing arrangement of forms. This is the way of Formalism. Or lastly it can turn its limitations to advantage. It can select an aspect of reality and within its own artificial limits make a unity of that aspect, so that we are able to recognise its truth more clearly than we can in life itself and thereby extend and deepen our habits of looking. This is the way of Realism. But — and this is the point — all these three ways, judged in relation to the comprehensive physical reality of the world, involve an almost equal degree of distortion.

I sympathise with the view that all this is too cerebral. Such an impression is of course partly the result of my having to write in terms of compressed arguments and generalisations. But such a view is also partly justified by the character of the actual work to which I am referring. The great pioneering works of Cezanne, Picasso, Braque, Juan Gris,* etc., were all produced in an atmosphere of social isola​tion. Their studios were somewhat like laboratories, from which the traffic of life was excluded. Their attitude of mind was a little like that of pure mathematicians. The application of their discoveries to great human themes was beyond them because such themes belong to the people from whom they were cut off. In the latter stages of cap​italism art has developed in a similar way to science and other branch​es of knowledge. On one hand specialisation has become more and more intense; on the other hand, the results of the pursuit of specialis​ed knowledge have become more and more difficult to apply for the benefit of society as a whole. But in art, as in science, this does not necessarily mean that the laboratory discoveries are valueless. Rather it means that their full application to human life and happiness awaits the establishment of Socialism. 

* Picasso, РаЫо (b. 1881): an outstanding Spanish artist. Laureate of Inter​national Lenin Prize and the International Peace Prize. Though formerly connected with formalistic trends his art always bears an impact of humanism.
Braque, George (1882—1964); a French painter, one of the leaders and founders of Cubism. Applied method of paper-pasting.
Gris, Juan (Jose Qonzalez) (1887—1927): a Spanish painter, joined Cubist movement.
NOTES
1. ambivalent adj: having both attraction toward and repulsion from an object, person, or action.
2. to run along two lines (here): to be of two kinds.
3. to leave out of account: not to take into account.
EXERCISES I. Explain the following:
1. But they saw this only in general cultural terms or in terms of their own art. 2. They hated the bourgeoisie and were opposed to its values. 3. They were comparatively unconcerned with didactic communication. 4. Their interest became centrifugal. 5..Some may say that what people normally and habitually see is the reality: anything else is a subjective imposition on that reality. 6. Others may point out that the whole way in which I am approaching the subject is over-cerebral. 7. Every work of art is a simplification based on a con​vention. 8. In fact we need to look at every work of art as if it were a new object; it is its final comment, not its immediate appearance, that we need to relate to and judge by the rest of our experience. 9. Art cannot reproduce reality in its entirety.
II. Pick out sentences from the text in which the following word combinations are used. Use them in sentences of your own:
social meaning; a time of profound change; adequate explanation (solution); to face a crisis; the philistinism of the bourgeoisie; obscure language; methods of painting; broken-up marks of colour; flat col​our; heavy outlines; direct drawing in paint; use of simultaneous viewpoints; use of pure colour; use of planes; to analyse structure; cursory treatment of a subject; subject matter of painting; to draw a subject from one's daily life; a general system of ideas; the con​tent of art; theory of light; a distinctive characteristic; to be subject to a law; a truly materialist art; opposite trends; to exist side by side; the emotional meaning (of a scene, etc.); to leave out of account; to relate one object to another; reality is knowable (unknowable);

the all-important difference; the key question; the purpose of sim​plification and distortion; to solve a pictorial problem; a pleasing arrangement of forms; an aspect of reality; to write (speak) in terms of compressed arguments and generalisations; an atmosphere of social isolation; attitude of mind; great human themes; branch of know​ledge
III. Paraphrase the following. Use the words and word combinations in bold type in sentences of your own.
1. He dismissed the idea as unimportant. 2. I tried to dismiss the thought from my mind. 3. Their conversation ran along two lines. 4. We must work along those lines. 5. The idea does not appeal to me at all. 6. Their music has a great appeal for some people. 7. We must do justice to him, he has tried to do his bit. 8. We must do him justice, he does know what he is talking about. 9. I think I may well be justi​fied in saying that the picture is a work of great merit. 10. At the most it will take us two days. 11. At the best it will only be a very poor imitation. 12. He has a knack for turning everything to advantage. 13. There is an all-important reason why we should do it.
IV. Give a precis of the article by John Berger (one third of the original length.)
V. Discuss the following:
1. The author's implication when he says that the direct social meaning of the art of the Impressionists and those who followed in their wake is often weak and ambivalent. 2. The protest of these artists and what it was primarily directed against. 3. The change in the meth​ods of painting within the period of 1870 to 1920. 4. The choice of subject matter by the painters at the time. 5. The author's view​point on the new content of art at the time. 6. The element of objectiv​ity and subjectivity in a work of art. 7. Distortion justified and distortion leading to formalism, as viewed by John Berger.
VII. Explain what the author means when he refers to:
1. The Impressionists' use of broken-up marks of colour. 2. Gaugin's use of flat colour and heavy outlines. 3. Van Gogh's direct draw​ing. 4. Cezanne's use of simultaneous viewpoints. 5. The Fauves' use of pure colour. 6. The Cubists' use of planes to analyse structure.
VIII. Render the following in English:
В октябре 1901 года Пикассо впервые приехал в Париж. Тогда там еще работали Клод Моне, Писсаро, Дега, Ренуар. Сорок лет назад они вместе с Эдуардом Мане выступили с протестом против салонного и академического искусства, традиционные образы кото​рого уже давно перестали выражать идеи современности и утратили всякую связь с живой действительностью. Из душных полутемных мастерских эти художники вынесли свои мольберты на открытый воздух и начали писать то, что непосредственно лежало перед их глазами.

Направление, которое они основали, получило название «им​прессионизм» (от французского слова impression — впечатление). Импрессионисты открыли в своем искусстве новые стороны красоты природы. Вибрация солнечных бликов на листьях деревьев, колеб​лемых ветром, движение карет, отраженных в мокром асфальте, повседневная суета оживленных парижских бульваров, пронизан​ная солнечным светом влажная воздушная атмосфера, наполняющая все пространство пейзажа,— эти стороны действительности в работах художников-импрессионистов доведены до иллюзии полнейшей жизненной достоверности. Применение этими художниками новой живописной техники — так называемой техники раздельного маз​ка — обогатило мировое искусство большими возможностями в пе​редаче реального мира.

В конце XIX века импрессионизм сделался главным направле​нием в живописи многих европейских и неевропейских стран; однако уже к этому времени он утратил тот новаторский характер, кото​рый был присущ ему в момент возникновения. Последователи им​прессионистов ограничили себя пейзажной живописью. Весь круг социальных, этических, философских проблем, которые решались живописью прошлого, почти целиком выпал из их поля зрения. Импрессионизм превратился в созерцательное искусство, основанное на бездумной фиксации состояний световой и воздушной среды дан​ного момента суток, без попыток проникнуть в глубину изображае​мых явлений.

Начинаются поиски новых путей в искусстве. Поль Сезанн первым преодолевает импрессионистическую форму и противопостав​ляет импрессионизму свою собственную концепцию видения мира. На сцену выступает новое поколение художников: Ван-Гог, Гоген, Тулуз-Лотрек и другие. Их творчество означало отход от характер​ного для импрессионизма чувственно-созерцательного восприятия природы. Зримая оболочка предметов реального мира, которая занимала столь важное место в эстетической системе импрессио​низма, приносится теперь в жертву иным стремлениям — выразить свое осмысление жизни, показать свое отношение к ней.

В самом начале нашего века Анри Матиссом был сформулиро​ван наиболее общий принцип современного искусства: «Точность воспроизведения предметов реального мира не есть правда в искус​стве». Это не было открытием чего-то принципиально нового в ха​рактере изобразительного искусства: «точность воспроизведения» никогда не являлась главной его задачей. Великие реалисты про​шлого нередко жертвовали внешним правдоподобием в передаче от​дельных сторон натуры ради более полного выявления идеи произ​ведения. Но в современном искусстве это нарушение внешнего сход​ства с натурой достигает неизмеримо большей степени, доходя в крайних своих проявлениях до полного разрушения зрительного образа.
IX. Topics for discussion and composition:
1. Realistic art.
2. Abstract art and its origin.
3. Impressionism and its role in the history of art.
4. Life of a great painter or sculptor.
TOPICAL VOCABULARY
Fine Arts изящные искусства
art lover любитель искусства
connoisseur знаток
work of art художественное произведе​ние; произведение искусства
masterpiece шедевр
a landscape пейзаж
a landscape painter художник-пейза​жист
a painter of battle pieces художник-ба​талист
military painting батальная живопись
a marine painter художник-маринист
a seascape вид моря
historical painting историческая жи​вопись
genre painting жанровая живопись
a painter of customs бытописец
to paint social themes писать на общест​венные темы
to draw one's subjects from history об​ращаться за сюжетом к истории
to confine oneself for subject matter to... ограничиваться тематикой...
a still-life натюрморт
a subject picture; a story picture сю​жетная картина
a journeyman of art подмастерье от искусства
hackneyed themes избитые темы
to found a school of painters основать (создать) школу живописи
the Society of Itinerant Exhibitionists Передвижники
the Barbizon School of painting Бар-бизонская школа
the Classic School классическая школа
portrait-painting, portraiture портрет​ная живопись
a nude обнаженная натура
model натура
a study for a picture этюд к картине
sketch набросок
water-colour акварель
drawing рисунок
cartoon; caricature карикатура
religious (sacred) pictures картины на религиозные темы
technique техника
a method of technique технический прием
delicate technique тонкая техника
perspective перспектива
composition композиция
in the background; against the back​ground of на фоне in the foreground; on the nearer planes
на переднем плане
brushwork манера письма
light and shade свет и тень
emphatic light and shade контраст
mastery of drawing мастерство рисунка
a gammit of colours гамма цветов
a clear outline точность очертания, четкость силуэта
decorative properties декоративность
sculpturesque proportions скульптур​ность
plastic quality пластичность
fidelity (faithfulness) to nature правди​вость изображения
unvarnished representation of... непри​крашенное изображение
powerful characterization сила раскры​тия образа, сила и многогранность художественной характеристики
the message of the picture замысел кар​тины
to portray from life писать с натуры
to portray (execute) from memory пи​сать по памяти
to be detached from life быть далеким от жизни
accessory objects, accessories жанровые детали
bold juxtaposition of colours смелые сочетания красок
to impaste писать; густо накладывать краски
to stipple рисовать пунктиром
line drawing линейный рисунок
wood-cuts гравюра на дереве
wood-carving; woodwork резьба по де​реву
print гравюра, эстамп
copper-plate engraving офорт
modelling in clay лепка
tapestry гобелен
design рисунок, орнамент
craftsmanship, skill искусство (испол​нения)
incrustation инкрустация
metalware изделия из металла
silverware изделия из серебра
embroidery вышивка
pottery фаянс, керамика
ceramics керамика
