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Théme 2

THE THEHE AND SUBJECT MATTER IN THE PLASTIC ART OF OUR TIME

Rapporteur : Pierre Courthion

Firstly, what is the subject and what is the theme 7 What do
these words mean to us in the langusge of ths plastic arts,

The gubject is an intermediary - a figure of representation,
In relation to the composition as such it is an edjunct which
according to individual approach can be of greater or lesser impor-
tance., The theme itself is the proposition which the artist unders
takes to elaborate, the figure by which the artist puts Fforward his
underlying idea. Externslly it does not illustrate. It iz the
espence of pure artistic expression.

These two means of externalising the creation of art, the
subject and the theme (1) have been able, nevertheless, to coexist
in the works of the past, even if one could not separate the two
styles. In the best works indeed they seemed quite indivisibly united.
Nicolas. Poussin "L'Enlevement des Sabines", for instance, is at
once a graphic cutline of the "Rape of the Sabines" and a counterpoint
of rhythms on the theme of the pursuit.

Weary of reproductionsg (in an age where reproduction has been
maltiplied by various means ) the artist now prefers to ignore the
subject and concentrate on the theme, (an excellent example of
"picture=theme" is given to us by Klese in his study entitled "To right,
To left" ).

However in both cases, that of the artist of yesterday
{elaboration of suhject-mattETE and of today (developement of the
underlying idea) we find the samo processes of creation, inherent’

in the plastic arts., Poussin and Klea, each is guided by instinet

that is to say they create not with the materials of the builder Eut
of the thinker, And what is this thought. It is fantasy:; imagina-
tiong above all it is more than sheer deduction or acguired knowledge.
It is certain that the most gifted man, be he painter sculptor or even
an architect can never hope to make a work of art by a flash of the
mind or intelligence whatever be his medivm of expression, be it
imitative or not.

How absurd, then, those who subjugate their natural talent
to a dectrinaire syatam-with rules and regulations or who in any way
refuse to allow art o flourisk naturally with the result that they
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end in some mathematical cul-do-sac. Indeed in the works of some
purigts, the theme of a picture becomes completely outlawed in the
proceas of organisation umtil it reaches a point of absolute daper-
ponalisation.

There is here, it seems to us, a fundamental error, & new
academicism (of abstractions ) which must be denounced. This is similar
to that other academicism, the destruction of the subject by the
overdevelopement of the exterior image, This latter developement has
replaced "The Pompiers". Now whatever about the gubject, the theme is
absolutely necessary in the plastic arts,. The theme, corollary of
compogition, seems to orientate the inner thought of the artist.

There is no real significance without it, How if art develops in

a way guite apart from logic, that is not to say that it develops
without intuition, without a sort of constructive vieion which has

its cwm characteristics. Compogition is always necessary to bring
order to the subordinate parts and to make for perfect unit{. The
Themée then allows the composition to be particalarised, to 'become
clearly expressive and to be commmicable.

Let me conclude by pointing out that the absence of the
subject in all the best works of plastic art, today, proves as a
matter of course that the subject is not necessary, One cannct say
the same for the theme, it is an inherent fadctor in the creation of
a work of art without which one could hardly expect to find develo-
pement, enuciation or cohesion in the eipression of the artistic
impulse.

(1) Here I refer to their function, because both the The Subject end
The Theme increase in value (artistic ) in proportion to the talent
of the artist in guestion.



