The Theme and Subject Matter in the Plastie Art of our Times

Mr, President, ladies and pentlemen,

After the brilliamt introduction of todays topie by M.
vourthion in his multigraphed and his clear definitions of theme and
subject matiter I prefer to regard my intervention in the diseussion
merely in the character of a gloss on certain of the points he has so
ably put forward - with a suggestion. For I am deeply in aeccord with
Mr. Courthion's outlook with the exesption of ons points I do not be-
lieve that a work of art - even the most inferior can ever reach as M.
Courthion stetes ( in his Roneopyped surmary) "a point of sbasolute depsra-
gsonalization”. On the other hand I agree Mith M¥r. Courthion that a
polemie emphasis on the approach to pictorial expression which
at one period was necessary to medicine & certain exaggeration of mnec-
dotal or descriptive representationalism in painting, today tends %o
create an acadenio outlook as dangercus to free creative expression as
the worst "Pompier™ tyrannies of the past.

Howewer there is & danger that this latter statement may be
misunderstood as an attack on certain sxpressions of abstract art which
I deeply aduire and as & concession to those whose who would like to con-
demn al] sbstract art because it does not assort the conmvontional mode of
represuetation with which we hevs become particularly femilier during
the last six lundred years. And to avoid misunderstanding, let me
stabte guite simply that I believe mo style of painting or sculpture -
be it patuialist, expressionist or sbstract - in itself justifies a
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work of art. The style is never a quelity of & work of art. Ths

work of art is always something other and something more than ths con-
tainer and st the same time more than “the imtermediary™ as Mr. Courthion
has deseribed the subject matteor of o work of art. A fusion of sub-
ject matter mnd theme is always {on the basis of Mr. Courthion's defini-
tions) is always essention to & work of art. The proportionste emphasis
on either depends on the need bhe artist feels reguired for the solution
of the pictorial problem of expression by which he finds himself con-
fronted.

I do mo%t, howewver, go so flar as Mr. Courthion in his feeling
that a subject in & work of art iz mot necessary. In fect I do mot be-
lieve that s work of art can exist without a subject. The degrese of
legibility of the subject for the sbserver certeilly cen wary greatly -
from the obvious to the barely decipherable or barely recognirshle.

Even the sartist's conscicusmess of his employment of subject matter may

be reduced under certain conditions to & bare dminimum. But in dealing
with shapes = visual shapes - our source matorials imply an inewvitable
chain of associeations. Sometimes these associations and sources are
submerged in our unconscious - someotimes forgotten in our familiarity
with the formal derevative from thoms But even in a painting by Mondrian
or Eandinaky I &m comvinced that neither could have schiewved the vitality
of organization he did without a reference conscious or unconsgious to a
gubject - usually rooted in exparisnse within ths physical world of nature.

But let me offor a sugpestion of what may have lodl to the
apperent subordination of the subject matter in conftemporary painting and

sculpture to the theme to such a degree that the subject almost soems
-



"ebsent"and "not necessary”. Let us take as & premise that painting a
and seulpture have elways beon essentially modes of commmication =
whether the artist iz addressing a broad public, or talldng 4o himself

as if he were his own public. In the middle ages, in the Renaissanca,

the post renaissance and even through the nineteenth cembury, the artist
had two messages to comvey through his ert; those messages are the topic
of our discussion to-day: the subject matter and the theme. Through
the subject matter be addressed his naif observers derectly. The subject
matter in a manner of speaking was the prose of his expression. The
theme was what gawe his expression its inbensity, its lyricis=. (Let
me say here that neither of these analogles iz water-tipght. There can
of course be & lyricism and a quality in the meseage of a work of art,
;:::: as the thems may take a prosaie charackter.) But it is never the
message, the subject matter which makes the quality of & poem or a paint-
ing. To take Mr. Courthions example, it was not the legend or graphic
description of the legend that gave quality to Poussin's Rapefof the
Sshines; it was primorily the counterpoint of rhythmic pictorial forms
on of the persult which made it. The same would bold for Dante's
Inferns : mot the anecdotel, the philosophical or mystical conmtemt, but
the treatment of anecdotaly mystical smnd content in terms
peculiar to the mode of expresaion Deante adopted: werbal music and
postic imagery - organized into a speaking and effective unity.

And when at the end of the ninetesnth century the mmlti-
plication of means of reproduction and popular comminication through
cheap printing and photography made it evedent that tha prosa of

pictorial expression could be more ecomomically handled by these meens,
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the artist sew his opportunity to stress the intensifying statement of
his expression - the theme and the means to its expression. Subject
makter was not eleminated; in my opinion it could mot be. It was
subordinated, the prose elemsnt of pictorial expression reduced for
the purpose of schieving a greater intemsity of expression. It was
ag if the artists had followed the poets in tuwrning from the. narrative
Iyricism of a Wordsworth te the condensed expression of a Hnllnnne'u, or
in gtill simpler terms, as if they hed given over expression by means

of similes in fewor of expression thmuEh. metaphors.

Agnin meyr I insist that beneath and within these metaphors
is a base equrce of maturalistic forms or visually sublimated
or distorted as they may be. And condensed or telegraphic as the style
mtty be theroe is a fundemental organization which if 1 undergtand Mr.
Courthion's definition is the theme tied to the subject. MAnd the only
essantial differemce between good art of today and good art of yesterdey
in my view iz the subordination in our time of the prose element of
printing and seulpture to the intensifying element = justified by an
inoreass in our period of the wvisunl means for the deffusion of informa-
tion = in short the justified subordination today of the subject matter
to the thems. But this in itself,we must always keep in mind, does not
make the quality of the work. In judging that, we must always hold
ourealves ahowve thse considerationz of the so-called i'igu.;at.iw OF Doh=

figurative styles.

James Johnson Sweeney



