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11 October 2005 to 8 January 2006

Thyssen-Bornemisza Museum - Fundación Caja Madrid

Curator: Tomàs Llorens
The exhibition Mimesis. Modern Realism 1918-1945, jointly organised by the Thyssen-Bornemisza Museum and the Fundación Caja Madrid, focuses on the rise and spread of Realism in the years between the First and Second World Wars, a crucial period for the consolidation of avant-garde modern art. During these years, Realism was a vigorous force within painting and sculpture as well as film and literature, becoming one of the leading trends within modern art.

Despite this, and in contrast to other tendencies such as Surrealism and geometrical Abstraction, which came about in a homogenous and organised manner, Realism was a varied and plural trend which acquired different characteristics depending on social, geographical and artistic factors. The intention of the exhibition is to reveal the shared aesthetic and artistic features which made Realism a distinct current or style.

With regard to the diversity of modern Realism, most recent exhibitions on the subject have been structured to contrast the various national schools. This was the case, for example, with Les Réalismes, a pioneering exhibition curated by Jean Clair and organised by the Centre Georges Pompidou in 1983, which has been a key reference point since that date. On the present occasion, a descriptive focus has been abandoned in favour of a more analytical one with the aim of pinpointing a shared undercurrent in the work of artists as diverse as André Derain, Otto Dix, Edward Hopper, José Gutiérrez Solana, Joan Miró, Balthus and Julio González, among others.  

This analysis makes clear the way in which Realist painting brought about key innovations for the future development of modern art, evolving as it did from the various early 20th-century avant-garde movements towards a new way of representing reality. This came about through new compositions (inspired by architecture, photography and film), experimentation with regard to materials and supports, new motifs, subjects, genres and even a new relation with the viewing public. Despite their “mimetic” intent, works of art created during this period of social and cultural transformation are replete with underlying sub-texts, references, allusions and meanings, all of which require interpretation.
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The accompanying catalogue has texts by Valeriano Bozal and Tomàs Llorens. These place Realism in its cultural context through references to works such as Sartre’s La Náusea, Auberach’s Mimesis, and Joyce’s Ulysses, as well as to works by Baudelaire, Emile Verhaeren, Max Weber and John Crow Ransom. With regard to pictorial influences, a wide variety of earlier artists influenced this movement, including Piero della Francesca, Holbein, Raphael, the School of Delft, Degas, Renoir, Cézanne and some of the great Spanish masters including Ribera, Velázquez and Goya. 

The exhibition is organised into six thematic sections, in line with the traditional divisions by genre applied to painting. Such an organisation allows for the historical continuity implicit within the notion of Realism. The sequence of sections within the exhibition offers a dynamic vision of modern Realism as a historical process, which began in the early years of the 1920s and was closely related to post-Cézannian formalism. It concludes on the threshold of World War II, by which time it was strongly committed to depicting the social realities of the age.

The exhibition opens in the temporary exhibition rooms at the Thyssen-Bornemisza Museum and then continues at the exhibition space of the Fundación Caja Madrid. It is structured into the following sections:

1. The Substance and Form of Things: Still lifes

This represents the purest model of Realism, divided into two main trends, one represented by Derain and the other by Morandi. It also looks at the evolution of both artists towards more expressionist forms, related to the impact of Surrealism, and in particular De Chirico’s metaphysical painting, the latter also represented in the exhibition.

A number of these works reveal the influence of photography, in itself undergoing significant development at this period, as well as references to international art that extend beyond the initially local character of this trend. Despite their intent to Realism, many of these still lifes involve significant symbolic elements linked to pictorial tradition in an interesting combination of two apparently conflicting terms: “Realism” and Symbolism”. Particularly notable in this section are The crowded Table of 1924 by Derain, considered one of his finest still lifes and singled out in all the German literature on modern painting of the 1920s, and Plants of 1929 by Gutiérrez Solana, a highly unusual still life which creates an association between this genre and modern domestic life.

2. Personal Identity, the Body and Representation: Portraits

The second section of the exhibition focuses on the theme of the portrait, exploring the tension existing within the individual arising from the modern idea of his or her existence in relation to the function played by that individual within society. The individual becomes diminished, reduced to the role that he or she fulfils. These portraits are consequently disquieting, troubling, silent and distant. 

The Realist artist confronted the need to maintain absolute fidelity to the model, while at the same time reflecting the personality of the sitter and his or her “here and now” in that depiction. The solutions arrived at vary considerably; from the psychological profundity of Mercedes of Barcelona by Pyke Koch of 1930, depicting a prostitute with various symbolic elements, to the almost photographic realism of Otto Dix’s Portrait of the Photographer Hugo Erfurth with his Dog of 1926, in which the imposing presence of the animal competes with that of the sitter. 

3. Intimate Studies: Interiors with Figures

This section further investigates the “troubled” relationship between the individual and modern art, now expressed in a more narrative-based and theatrical manner through the theme of the body in an interior. Although less clearly defined than still lifes or the portrait, the subject of figures in an interior can be considered a separate genre. This chapter is sub-divided into three sections which group together artists with stylistic connections, as follows: 

3.1. Bellows, Casorati, Martini, Valloton

This first group includes works dating from 1920 to 1935, with cool, distant images such as Woman and Suit of Armour of 1921 by Felice Casorati, a simplified rendering of a quintessentially Renaissance subject. 

3.2. Pirandello, Solana

This section brings together and makes connections between works by these two artists in which, in contrast to the first group, the body expresses personality: real flesh rather than a mannequin. One such work is Gutiérrez Solana’s Woman in front of a Mirror of around 1931, in which the artist presents the woman’s body without any sense of moral judgement or emotional reaction.  

3.3. Balthus, DuBois, Hopper

This section features major works of modern Realism, such as Hopper’s 1931 Hotel Room. Their creation is directly linked to modern life and the urban experience. 

Fundación Caja Madrid: 

4. Metropolitan Passions: Figures in the City

This section focuses on the modern city, a space no longer defined by walls, but rather an “infinite cosmos” in which the notion of space is replaced by that of “itineraries”. The city is a passing-through space. 

The modern city was a new reality, requiring a totally new type of painting. Outstanding here are works such as Solitude of 1926-26 by Mario Sironi. Through a “modern” version of the Baroque allegory, the work speaks of the loneliness of the modern city-dweller. Max Beckmann’s Carnival of 1920 offers an abstract type composition which represents the experience of life in the metropolis: fragmentation, chaos and spectacle. 

It concludes with a “shrine” devoted to a group of watercolours by Grosz from the years immediately prior to World War II. This acts as an ante-room to the last rooms in the exhibition which look at the relationship between Realist movements and totalitarianism. 

5. New rural, urban and industrial landscapes

This section looks at the issue of what was happening with the rural world at this period and its relationship with the new, urban and industrialised one. It starts with landscapes by Derain and Miró. These are followed by American paintings of urban landscapes, views of the city by Hopper and industrial landscapes. Lastly, this section looks at South American painting, in particular Siqueiros and Rivera and the world of the peasant and miners’ revolts. 

These are all modern landscapes, inhabited and modified by man’s activity. 

A notable feature of this section is the stylistic, thematic and conceptual similarities to be seen in Farming Implements of 1935 by Ucelay and Alexandre Hogue’s 1934 Countryside in a Drought, painted barely a year apart but from within two widely different stylistic contexts. 

6. The Artist in the Face of History

Three small rooms focus on three artists in a final cry of protest against the totalitarian regimes of this period. This is the last phase of modern Realism, by this point radically different to its original starting-point:

6.1. John Heartfield against Nazism

Heartfield’s work (whose subject-matter is comparable to Grosz’s watercolours) abandoned painting and focused on photo-montages used in a critique of Nazism.

6.2. Julio González and the Spanish Civil War

This section includes González’s series of drawings of Montserrat’s scream. Together they express his condemnation of the Spanish Civil War. 

6.3. Jean Fautrier’s “Otage” series 

This series focuses on the prisoners taken by the Germans at the very end of the war and subsequently shot. 

PARALLEL EVENTS

In conjunction with the exhibition, the Thyssen-Bornemisza Museum in collaboration with Fundación Caja Madrid, the Universidad Complutense de Madrid and the Universidad Autónoma, have organised a course entitled Realism in Inter-war Art (26 October 2005 to 11 January 2006). The course is directed by Valeriano Bozal and the participants are: Tomàs Llorens, Charo Crego, Kosme de Barañano, Mary-Anne Stevens, María Dolores Jiménez-Blanco, Eugenio Carmona, and Astrit Schmidt-Burkhardt. 

In addition, an international symposium will be held on 25 and 26 November. Taking part will be Jean Clair, Noel Carroll, Claudia Gian Ferrari, Tomàs Llorens and Francisca Pérez Carreño. 

SELECTION OF QUOTATIONS FROM THE CATALOGUE

“The hypotheses on which this exhibition is based could be considered more or less convincing but thy are, I think, to some degree, novel. In general, they are complementary to those underlying Form: the classical ideal in modern art, organised by the Thyssen-Bornemisza Museum in 2001. Both exhibitions basically cover the inter-war years of the 20th century, although the stylistic trend covered in Form began in the first decade of the century and had important precedents in the 19th century”. 

“[...] The term mimesis which is included in the title of the present exhibition refers to the key to its central hypothesis. It does so in two ways: by reference to the Aristotelian poetic in which the notion of “copy of reality” plays a central role, and, on a secondary level, by reference to Erich Auberbach’s Mimesis, a book that has played a key role in this exhibition”.   

“[...] The modern aspect of modern Realism does not lie in its intent to represent reality, but rather in the fact that in order to connect with the reality of its time, it needed – as Auberbach demonstrated in the field of literature – to develop some specific modes of representation. It is in these modes, such as those evident in Hemingway’s narrative or Beckmann’s paintings, that the modern nature of their realism is ultimately to be located”. 

“[...] The present exhibition is structure as a series of sections which apparently conform to the traditional genres of painting. This approach has allowed me to emphasise affinities and relationships between works of art and creative situations which were at times very close to each other and at others far apart, and thus to point to the existence of a major, overall trend. However, as the reader will have grasped, exhibition structures always remain an artifice imposed by the art historian onto a reality in which the survival of the traditional genres of painting was in fact profoundly problematic. Also problematic was the possibility of a type of artistic creation based solely on the notion of form or solely on the notion of mimesis”. 

Epilogue / Tomàs Llorens

Constructing with fragments

“ [...] We could look at Grosz’s drawings and watercolours as a series of fragments that offer us an overview of the business of life, a tragic panorama peopled by the widest variety of characters, in which everything has a shared feature: its everydayness. 

Realm of life and the business of living: the two themes that the artist concerns himself with. The realm of life is the city and the business of living the political, economic, social and sexual struggle that the city makes possible. However, neither the place nor the business are pre-determined. Grosz has to construct them in images that are interconnected to create a fresco of modern life and modern violence”.

The photo-montage artist: scenes of everyday life

“ [...] Realism was not a question of style: it had to appropriate the substance of daily life and apply it directly to the images. The combining of photographic motifs as used in photo-montages replaced the verismo of classicist representation, offering themselves as fragments of that reality which aimed to conceal its meaning through mass dissemination and propaganda”. 

“ [...] By working with these fragments, the photo-montage artist assumed at least two things: that it was possible to reveal the meaning of the real, and that art could contribute to its transformation, helping to forge the conscience of all those prepared to bring about a profound transformation of things. Formally, the realism of these photo-montages conformed to a label that has now become a cliché: art and the class struggle”.

Fragility and strength

“Who is that screaming woman? The holes of her mouth and eyes are screaming, as are her hands and the movement of her body. [...] This screaming woman is none other than that mother depicted in Monserrat screaming, but now without her child. Tragedy has replaced resistance and barbaric cruelty is the manifestation of the most extreme horror. The fear expressed in the expressiveness of the figures, heads and limbs and which was already to be found in Mask of Monserrat screaming (1938-1939, Paris, Musée national d’art moderne, Centre Georges Pompidou) is witness to a historical situation that would affect all”.

The Business of Life / Valeriano Bozal

EXHIBITION DETAILS AND INFORMATION

Title: Mimesis. Modern Realism 1918-1945

Organisers: The Thyssen-Bornemisza Museum and Fundación Caja Madrid

Curator: Tomàs Llorens

Technical curator: Paloma Alarcó, curator of Modern Painting, Thyssen-Bornemisza Museum

Number of works: 145

Venues and Dates: Temporary exhibition galleries Thyssen-Bornemisza Museum, and exhibition space of the Fundación Caja Madrid (Pza. San Martín 1)

11 October 2005 to 8 January 2006

Catalogue: Texts by Tomàs Llorens and Valeriano Bozal

Educational Guide

Activities:

Lecture series in collaboration with the Complutense and Autónoma Universities of Madrid, led by Valeriano Bozal, Senior Professor of Art History at the Universidad Complutense, Madrid. Entitled Realism in Interwar Art (26 October 2005 to 11 January 2006). 

An international symposium, directed by Valeriano Bozal, with the participation of Jean Clair, Noel Carroll, Claudia Gian Ferrari, Tomàs Llorens and Francisca Pérez Carreno (25 and 26 November 2005). 

Visitor services:

Audioguide

Pre-booked tickets on sale at all branches of El Corte Inglés and on the website www.elcorteingles.es
Opening times and entrance charges:

Thyssen-Bornemisza Museum: Tuesdays to Sundays 10am to 7pm. Ticket office closes at 6.30pm. 

Temporary Exhibition: 5 Euros (reduced price 3.50 Euros for students and visitors aged over 65).

Temporary Exhibition plus Permanent Collection: 9 Euros (reduced price: 5 Euros for students and visitors aged over 65 with proof of status).

Fundación Caja Madrid: Tuesdays to Sundays 10am to 8pm. Free entry.

For more information and/ or images, please contact:

Press Office – Thyssen-Bornemisza Museum

Press Office Fundación Caja Madrid

Tel: 00 34 91 420 39 44



Tel: 00 34 91 423 94 71

Fax: 00 34 91 420 27 80



prensa@cajamadrid.es



prensa@museothyssen.org 



www.fundacioncajamadrid.es
www.museothyssen.org
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