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Artist Biographies
SIMON SCHAMA’S POWER OF ART

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).  Here are biographies of the featured artists, with commentary by Schama, in order of program broadcast:  

Vincent Willem van Gogh, 1853-1890

Born in Groot-Zundert, The Netherlands, van Gogh spent his early life as an art dealer, teacher and preacher in England, Holland and Belgium.  His career as an artist began in 1881, when he chose to study art in Brussels, starting with watercolors and moving quickly on to oils.  The French countryside was a major influence on his life and his early work was dominated by somber, earthy colors depicting peasant workers, the most famous of which is The Potato Eaters, 1885.  

It was during van Gogh’s studies in Paris that he developed the individual style of brushwork and use of color that made his name.  In 1888, he moved to Arles, where the Provençal landscape provided his best-known subject matter.  However, it also marked the start of his mental crisis following an argument with his contemporary Paul Gauguin.  Van Gogh spent time in a mental asylum, where he continued to paint.  He killed himself in 1890. 

Simon Schama on van Gogh:

Vincent’s passionate belief was that people wouldn’t just see his pictures, but would feel the rush of life in them; that by the force of his brush and dazzling color they’d experience those fields, faces and flowers in ways that nothing more polite or literal could ever convey.  His art would reclaim what had once belonged to religion – consolation for our mortality through the relish of the gift of life.  It wasn’t the art crowd he was after; he wanted to open the eyes and the hearts of everyone who saw his paintings.  I feel he got what he wanted.  

So what are we looking at with Wheatfield with Crows?  There’s suffocation, but elation too.  The crows might be coming at us, but equally they might be flying away, demons gone as we immerse ourselves in the power of nature.  It’s a massive wall of writhing brilliant paint, in which the color itself seems to tremble and pulse and sway.

Pablo Picasso, 1881-1973

Born in Málaga, Spain, Picasso’s many styles and prolific output have marked him as one of the most recognized artists of the 20th century.  Not limited to painting, he created sculptures, etchings and prints.  His artistic career began to boom only after he moved to Paris in the early 1900s.  His Blue Period, reflecting the color and his mood at the time, was followed by his Rose Period, work inspired by primitive art, and then Cubism, which shocked the critics, but ultimately made his name.  Guernica (1937) captures the horror of the bombing of the Basque town of Guernica during the Spanish Civil War.  By the end of World War II, Picasso had become an internationally known artist and celebrity. 

Simon Schama on Picasso:

Pablo Picasso’s Guernica is so familiar, so large, so present.  It’s physically bigger than a movie screen.  But what is the painting about?  Is it an account of the Spanish town obliterated by Nazi warplanes – a piece of reportage?  Is that why it’s in black and white?  This is the reason why the painting has such an impact.  Instead of a labored literal commentary on German warplanes, Basque civilians and incendiary bombs, Picasso connects with our worst nightmares.  He’s saying, here’s where the world’s horror comes from; the dark pit of our psyche.

Michelangelo Merisi da Caravaggio, 1571-1610
Michelangelo Merisi left his birth town of Caravaggio in the north of Italy to study as an apprentice in nearby Milan.  In 1593, he moved to Rome, impatient to use his talents on the biggest stage possible.  Caravaggio’s approach to painting was unconventional.  He avoided the standard method of making copies of old sculptures and took the more immediate approach of painting directly onto canvas without drawing first.  He also used people from the street as his models.  Caravaggio’s dramatic painting was enhanced with intense and theatrical lighting. 
Caravaggio’s fate was sealed when in 1606 he killed a man in a duel.  He fled to Naples, where he attempted to paint his way out of trouble.  He became a knight, but was then imprisoned in Malta before finally moving to Sicily.  He was pardoned for murder in 1610, but he died of typhus attempting to return to Rome. 
Simon Schama on Caravaggio:

In Caravaggio’s time it was believed that artists were given their talent by God to bring beauty to the world and to put mortal creatures in touch with their higher selves or souls.  Caravaggio never did anything the way it was supposed to be done.  In David and Goliath, this painting of the victory of virtue over evil, it’s supposed to be David who is the center of attention, but have you ever seen a less jubilant victory?  On his sword is inscribed “Humilitus Occideit Superbium.”  That is, humility conquers pride.  
This is the battle that has been fought out inside Caravaggio’s head between the two sides of the painter that are portrayed here.  For me, the power of Caravaggio’s art is the power of truth, not least about ourselves.  If we are ever to hope for redemption we have to begin with the recognition that in all of us the Goliath competes with the David.

Gian Lorenzo Bernini, 1598-1680

Born in Naples, Bernini was an exceptional talent from an early age and went on to dominate the art world of 17th-century Rome.  His work epitomized the Baroque style and his sculpture, church interiors and exteriors, and civil planning could be seen everywhere.  He was also a painter, playwright, and costume and theater designer.  Bernini worked under successive popes: Pope Gregory XV made him a knight and Pope Urban VIII adopted him as his best friend.  He was revered in his time until a jealous rage caused him to have the face of his mistress slashed after discovering her romance with his brother.  His reputation fell further after his bell towers for the Cathedral of St. Peter’s started cracking in 1641.  He redeemed himself and rejuvenated his career again with arguably his most famous work, The Ecstasy of St. Theresa. 

Simon Schama on Bernini:

A century after the creation of The Ecstasy of St. Theresa, a French art lover doing the tour of Rome entered the Church of S. Maria della Vittoria in Rome, peered at the spectacle and said: “Well, if that’s divine love, I know all about it.”  What Bernini managed to make tangible is something that we all, if we’re honest, know we hunger for, but before which we’re properly tongue-tied.  Something that has produced more bad writing, more excruciating moments of bad cinema, more appalling poems than anything else.  No wonder when art historians look at this sculpture they tie themselves in knots to avoid saying the obvious, that is, that we’re looking at the most intense convulsive drama of the body that any of us experience.

Rembrandt Harmenszoon van Rijn, 1606-1669
Born to a family of millers in Leiden, Rembrandt left university at 14 to pursue a career as an artist.  The decision turned out to be a good one since after serving his apprenticeship in Amsterdam he was singled out by Constantijn Huygens, the most influential patron in Holland. In 1634, he married Saskia van Uylenburgh.  In 1649, following Saskia’s death from tuberculosis, Hendrickje Stoffels entered Rembrandt’s household and six years later they had a son.  
Rembrandt’s success in his early years was as a portrait painter to the rich denizens of Amsterdam at a time when the city was being transformed from a small nondescript port into the economic capital of the world.  His historical and religious paintings also gave him wide acclaim.  Despite being known as a portrait painter, Rembrandt used his talent to push the boundaries of painting.  This direction made him unpopular in the later years of his career as he shifted from being the talk of the town to becoming adrift in the Amsterdam art scene and criticized by his peers. 
Simon Schama on Rembrandt:

Claudius Civilis is a painting drunk on its own wildness.  It is a painting that would not just be the ruin of Rembrandt’s comeback, but also the ruin of his greatest vision.  Or so I think, for I can’t be sure.  None of us can, because we don’t know what the big picture looked like.  What we’re looking at here is a fragment, a fifth of the original size, the bit rescued from Rembrandt’s knife.  This may just be the most heartbreaking fragment in the entire history of painting.  
The painting was commissioned as a stirring depiction of the legendary story of how the Dutch nation came to be born.  What they got was Rembrandt’s version of history:  ugliness, deformity, barbarism; a bunch of cackling louts, onion chewers and bloody-minded rebels.  The paint slashed and stabbed, caked on like the make up of warriors.  He’s saying, “These are your flesh and blood, rough and honest, your barbarian ancestry.  They made you Dutch.”
Jacques-Louis David, 1748-1825
Born to a wealthy Parisian family, David was seven when his father was shot dead in a pistol duel.  Brought up by his uncles, his desire was to paint and he was eventually sent to his mother’s cousin, Francois Boucher, the most successful painter in France at the time.  Painting became an important means of communication for David since his face was slashed during a sword fight and his speech became impeded by a benign tumor that developed from the wound, leading him to stammer.  

David was interested in painting in a new classical style that departed from the frivolity of the Rococo period and reflected the moral and austere climate before the French Revolution.  He became closely aligned with the Republican government and his work was increasingly used as propaganda, with The Death of Marat proving his most controversial work. 

Simon Schama on David:

If there’s ever a picture that would make you want to die for a cause, it is Jacques-Louis David’s Death of Marat.  That’s what makes it so dangerous – hidden away from view for so many years.  I’m not sure how I feel about this painting, except deeply conflicted.  You can’t doubt that it’s a solid gold masterpiece, but that’s to separate it from the appalling moment of its creation, the French Revolution.  This is Jean-Paul Marat, the most paranoid of the Revolution’s fanatics, exhaling his very last breath.  He’s been assassinated in his bath.  But for David, Marat isn’t a monster, he’s a saint.  This is martyrdom, David’s manifesto of revolutionary virtue.

Joseph Mallord William (J.M.W.) Turner, 1775-1851
One of Britain’s most celebrated artists, Turner showed exceptional artistic talent from an early age and entered the Royal Academy at age 14.  His English landscapes made his name but there was a darker side to his paintings that was difficult for the critics to swallow, both in the increasingly informal use of paint and the subject matter that was critical of the romanticized vision of Britain in the late 19th century.  Turner bequeathed 300 of his paintings and 20,000 watercolors and drawings to the nation.  He led a secretive private life.  He never married, but had a mistress and fathered two children.  He died in a temporary lodging in Chelsea, under the assumed name of Booth. 
Simon Schama on Turner:

In 1840 in London, an international convention of the great and good was planned to express righteous indignation against slavery in the United States.  Turner, initiated into the cause many years before by his patron, Walter Fawkes, wanted to have his say in paint.  So how does he do it?  By being a thorn in the side of self-congratulation.  He reaches back 60 years to resurrect one of the most shameful episodes in the history of the British Empire when 132 Africans – men, women and children, their hands and feet fettered – were thrown overboard into the shark-infested waters of the Caribbean.  
And with Slave Ship Turner has drowned you in this moment, pulled you into this terrifying chasm in the ocean, drenched you in this bloody light – exactly the hue you sense in your blood-filled optic nerves when you close your eyes in blinding sunlight.  Though almost all of his critics believed that the painting represented an all-time low in Turner’s reckless disregard for the rules of art, it was in fact his greatest triumph in the sculptural carving of space.

Mark Rothko, 1903-1970
Rothko’s painting education was brief – he moved to New York to study under the artist Max Weber and then struck out on his own.  Rothko is known for his abstract expressionist paintings, but he moved through more traditional styles in his early career, including Surrealist paintings in the 1940s.  In 1947, he embarked on the first of his large abstract “color-field” paintings, formalizing their structure further in the 1950s.  Rothko had huge success with large-scale solo shows, but committed suicide in 1970. 
Simon Schama on Rothko:

One morning in the spring of 1970, I went into the Tate Gallery and took a wrong, right turn. And there they were, lying in wait.  No, it wasn’t love at first site.  Rothko had insisted that the lighting be kept almost pretentiously low.  It was like going in to the cinema, expectation in the dimness.  Something in there was doing a steady throb, pulsing like the inside of a body part, all crimson and purple.  I felt pulled through those black lines to some mysterious place in the universe.  Rothko said his paintings begin an unknown adventure into an unknown space.  I wasn’t sure where that was and whether I wanted to go.  I only know I had no choice and that the destination might not exactly be a picnic.  
But I got it all wrong that morning in 1970.  I thought a visit to the Seagram paintings would be like a trip to the cemetery of abstraction, all dutiful reverence:  a dead end.  Everything Rothko did to these paintings – the column-like forms suggested rather than drawn, the loose stainings – were all meant to make the surface ambiguous, porous, perhaps softly penetrable.  A space that might be where we came from, or where we will end up.  They’re meant not to keep us out, but to embrace; from an artist whose highest compliment was to call you a human being.
..........…
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