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Q&A with Simon Schama

SIMON SCHAMA’S POWER OF ART
Internationally acclaimed author, historian and broadcaster Simon Schama has been described as everything from “daring” to “an intellectual superstar.”  His latest series, SIMON SCHAMA’S POWER OF ART, premieres Monday, June 18 at 9 p.m. (ET) on PBS with Van Gogh, followed by Picasso at 10 p.m. The series continues weekly, Mondays at 10 p.m., through July 30 (check local listings). A television history of the creative moment, the series features eight narratives of embattled heroes confronting disaster and triumph while making art that continues to resonate today.  Below, Schama answers some questions about the series:

Q:  What is the genesis of this series?

A:  After I did A History of Britain I was asked to do the history of almost everything else, which is flattering.  And art has been as much of a passion as history.  I always wanted to make an art series that could turn on one moment, rather than a procession through an “ism,” like Impressionism, or all of Cézanne’s greatest hits.  My fantasy was that maybe if you took one moment of crisis in an artist’s life, you could make the creative moment as thrilling a piece of entertainment – as well as a piece of education – as a murder, a love affair or a drama about a war.  

Q:  You’ve made art history interesting by telling exciting stories through a mix of dramatic recreations, location shooting and art photography.  How did you decide on that particular approach?

A:  I worked with a good friend and creative collaborator named Clare Beavan, who is one of the series producers as well as the director of two of the programs.  We were really rather adverse to drama in documentary since you basically have to do it on the documentary budget.  But when we started to think about both Bernini and Caravaggio, the material itself is so intensely dramatic, we took a deep breath and thought if we have really good actors and really good directors and it looks like a piece of genuine drama, could we go for it?  We had a very flexible view of this.  It was a leap in the dark but I was very happy we did it because people have been moved.

Q:  Did you model the series upon anything?

A:  There wasn’t really a model.  We only knew what we didn’t want to do.  We didn’t want talking heads.  I think my job is to provoke audiences and viewers and above all to make them rush off and actually have their personal communion with a work of art, which television cannot reproduce.  We wanted to avoid the sense of a survey, a walk through a gallery.  Instead of making you feel you’re in the Metropolitan Museum, you suspend your disbelief enough to feel you’re in Rome in the 1600s or you’re in Paris in 1937 when Picasso is painting Guernica.  That’s a tall order to make people feel they’re in the studio, watching Mark Rothko chain-smoking his way through to some sort of spiritual epiphany.  But that’s what we really wanted to aim for.  

Q:  Of all the artists to choose from across the ages, how did you zero in on these eight?

A:  These eight are very great artists but not necessarily my favorite or the greatest.  It was very important to me that we have a dramatic narrative arch.  We needed artists – and there are lots of them – who have a documented moment of crisis.  It’s sort of like a whodunit.  You know, a moment that could go incredibly wrong, and the artist pulls the iron from the fire by an act of daring.  That’s what we wanted.  And that whittles it down.  We also needed to be able to hear either the words of the artist directly, as in van Gogh’s case, or Rothko’s case, or people with whom he surrounded himself.  Or court records, as in the case of the slightly sociopathic Mr. Caravaggio.  It’s artificially tilted towards those critical moments.  I did want the delivery through television of this intense creative moment to come through a moment of challenge.  
Q:  How do you respond to critics who might suggest these programs reinforce the tortured artist cliché?

A:  The image of painters and sculptors hard-pressed by the demands of patrons, the public or their own exacting standards is not, it can’t be said enough, the fantasy of romantic writing about “tortured” artists.  Those self-scripted dramas, with the beleaguered artist cast as the tragic hero,  appear just as soon as there is any artistic biography at all – all the way back to Vasari’s 16th-century biography of Michelangelo.  Such moments of creative crisis may not have been the norm, but when they happened they were profound challenges and they pushed the artist to the very edge of their inventive powers.  
Q:  What is it about a crisis that makes for great art?

A:  Van Gogh was on the cusp of an amazing breakthrough and he kills himself not because he thinks he’s going to be neglected – he knows he’s been reviewed and showed – but because he thinks he’s a burden on his brother and can’t bear being left alone by his brother.  I think it’s what they do at absolute moments of maximum challenge, like Rembrandt really going for it in painting the town hall.  They reach inside themselves for a great act of creative daring.  The greatest ones don’t respond with simply more of the same.  I think those are the moments where they reach down very deep, hold their breath and produce something incommensurably different from even previous successes.  To portray yourself as a severed head, as Caravaggio did with David and Goliath, is pretty astounding.

Q:  You’ve said that these artists in particular produced masterpieces that altered the course of art forever.  Can you provide any examples?
A:  I think what they do is demonstrate what’s possible.  Rembrandt does a painting of such in-your-face savagery for the town hall and it’s such a failure it’s sent back to him and he didn’t get paid, but no one dares try that again for perhaps 200 years.  Rothko wanted people to go into the fanciest restaurants in New York in order to remind ourselves of mortality and the limits of humanity.  And pure, raw human feeling of tragedy and grief, the poignancy of human condition.  And the notion that this arrangement of color and light could actually trigger that.  In the case of van Gogh, the notion that a landscape or a vision of a particular place, a wheat field or an orchard in bloom can essentially be a picture of feelings, sensation.  Essentially, a portrait of a mood rather than what you mechanically, literally see in your retinas.  That creates expressionism.  I do say, slightly outrageously, that that’s when modern art begins.

Q:   In the program on Rothko, you tell a story partially through the eyes of a young Simon Schama and the day in 1970 when you saw Rothko’s paintings in London’s Tate Gallery.  Was it a pivotal moment for you personally?

A:  In the ‘60s, us babies with outrageous clothes, listening to a lot of rock and roll, we hated the high art ambitions.  We didn’t really want to be improved.  We wanted art to be playful.  We wanted the jumble of pop imagery.  That seemed to us fantastic.  So I was slightly allergic to the loftiness of grand abstract paintings.  As I say in the film, I thought Francis Bacon was extraordinary because he took the figure and chewed it up and spat it out again and it was kind of wild, intense, furious.  It was fantastic.  So I went into what was then the Tate Gallery, now Tate Britain, to see a little show of Francis Bacon, and literally went in the wrong room and saw these amazing dark maroon, crimson, throbbing paintings.  It just completely knocked me out.  The lights were deliberately kept low so your eyes have to adjust.  And then all your little receptor stimulaes start going and you start to literally see differently and sense differently and you feel the great thing that great paintings have to do, first and foremost, which is deliver a kind of visceral hit.  I’m sure if I’d been on a cardiogram it’d have gone “whoosh.”

Q:  In the series you pose a lot of intriguing questions, such as, how powerful is art?  Can it feel like love or grief, can it change your life?  Can it change the world?  Any answers?

A:  In the case of Rothko, I think it can.  He wanted it to.  The fundamental duty of art is to interrupt routine.  It’s the ultimate antidote to the spin of life.  Art must provide something not provided by the daily grind of making a buck or the happiness or sad sorrow of the Super Bowl.  It needs to equip us with an extra piece of sensibility.  

Since Rembrandt, since Caravaggio, art massively expanded.  It’s looked steadily in the face of what it’s like to live in a human skin and said, “This can move us to the greatest extremes of feeling and understanding of which we’re capable by looking at humanity warts and all.”  Or looking at moments, or delivering through this structure, or arrangements of form, line and color, it can actually communicate via the human condition something which is not communicable in any other way.  When you look at a Rembrandt or a Caravaggio, there’s something in there.  That belongs to the world.  It has to be delivered to us in enormous other-worldly ways.

Q:  As an art historian, you’ve studied art for decades.  Did you learn anything surprising while researching these particular artists?

A:  I hadn’t actually seen Jacques-Louis David’s The Death of Marat for a long time and it’s the only one where I have mixed feelings.  I’d forgotten what an amazing piece of utterly scary witchcraft it is because it is so beautiful and so moving and so spellbinding.  But it’s a call to utter obedience in the face of an awful system of politics, which is sending a lot of people to the guillotine for the sin of not being sufficiently politically loyal.  So I was phenomenally stirred up, simultaneously, lost in admiration for the staggering accomplishment of the painting itself and absolutely horrified by its demonically hypnotic effect.

I teach Turner here at Columbia University and the Slave Ship is something I’ve known.  I’d also lived in Boston for a long time.  But one of the things that’s very lucky, that happens when you’re making an art series, you’re at a museum by yourself if you’re prepared to shoot at 10 o’clock at night or 6 o’clock in the morning.  And when we put our little cool television lights on that Turner, and it’s quite a small painting, it just exploded off the board in Boston.  I thought, oh, do I dare call it the greatest British painting of the 19th century and give it a kind of top Oscar?  And I thought, oh, there’s no doubt about it.  It has a kind of crazy, psychedelic rock album cover from the 1960s look.  It delivers everything that English painting isn’t supposed to.  It’s completely over the top, it’s feverishly poetic.  How do you get that into television?  I don’t know.  You just have to explain to people.

Q:  Has terrorism – the crisis of today – translated into art?

A:  Guernica is about the terrible vulnerability of civilian life in the face of horror.  That was the bombing of an innocent village in a small town.  Now, artists are responding to 9/11 and to the London bombing of the seventh of July two years ago.  Some of them have been very interesting and all have been very intensely felt.  My feeling is that the same challenge is there that Picasso had, but we’ve become very routinized by the six o’clock news to bloodshed.  It’s going to need a very great artist, perhaps working in video art, perhaps working in computer art or something like that.  It’s going to need a very contemporary kind of medium.  I’m not saying it can’t be done with a sculpture or with painting.  It might be, but it hasn’t happened yet.

Q:  What is the ultimate goal of the series?

A:  We didn’t want to make a series that felt like cultural homework.  We didn’t want it to feel too much like an august moment.  Without compromising the integrity of the ideas or the sophistication of the art, we wanted to make thrilling television.
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