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Episode Descriptions

SIMON SCHAMA’S POWER OF ART

The eight-part 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 descriptions of each episode, in order of broadcast:  
SIMON SCHAMA’S POWER OF ART:  Van Gogh

After he failed as a missionary to miners and colliers, Vincent van Gogh put his faith in art as the new evangel, the therapeutic force that could cure the many sicknesses of the modern world and be a light and a consolation for the poor and wretched.  “Painting,” van Gogh wrote, “is the raft that could take us safely to shore after the shipwreck.”  He himself had been smashed against the reef.  The two-month partnership with Paul Gauguin in Arles broke up after van Gogh attempted a physical assault.  Then he turned the razor on himself, was committed to the hospital and struggled to recover his sanity.  Painting was healing.  The slashing came with the brush.  Convulsive energy flowed through the rough waves that coursed in his racked mind, but became translated into the surging undulations of his loaded brush.  The merciless insecurity and anguish throbbed in passages of furiously intense and ecstatic color.  He was looking in a mirror, but it was as though he were staring through the eye-holes inward, as though he were painting from the inside of his head.

If van Gogh’s eye and hand were steady, his mind remained brittle.  The painting, which sometimes calmed him, could as easily have swept him over the edge, frantically daubing as he fell, the earth heaving, the sky screaming, the trees buckling, the crows oncoming.  By the summer of 1890, there were no more self-portraits.  Instead of leveling a brush at the reflection of his face, he leveled a gun.  

SIMON SCHAMA’S POWER OF ART:  Picasso

A Gestapo officer, visiting Pablo Picasso in Paris, shoved a reproduction of Guernica in his face and accuses:  “Was it you who did this?”  “No,” said Picasso.  “It was you.”  This was the moment when the artist, for whom the condition of modern art was to separate itself from politics and history, came back, with a vengeance, to both.  Cubism had shattered the surface of the world, the better to confirm the incoherent superficiality of appearances.  But the brutality of the Luftwaffe when it bombed the ancient Basque town of Guernica in support of Franco’s Nationalists had made Cubism’s own little wrecking action seem trivial.  What was the breaking of figurative art beside the breaking of bodies and the burning of homes? 

Living in France, Picasso was anguished enough about the fate of his country to want to do what was assumed never could be done – make a modern history painting.  The pieces would be smashed, but the story, the tragedy, somehow would be rendered whole.  Guernica was art for the whole world to see, the size of a great mural, harking back to the immense apocalyptical altarpieces of the late Middle Ages – a picture designed for the pavilion of the beleaguered Spanish Republic in the Paris International Exhibition, where it blazed in black and white between the competing dinosaurs of the Third Reich and the USSR.  

Guernica was art’s cry of pain against modern savagery.  But it was also an entire history of art in one painting.  For Picasso has summoned in defense of the Republic and as incriminators of Fascism a procession of tragedians:  Rubens, who gave him the image of a shrieking woman holding the body of her dead baby as she rushed from a burning house; and Goya, who gave him his fallen warrior, a palm punctured as if bearing the stigmata, bulls and horses impaled in death agonies, and, more anciently, the medieval illuminators of the Apocalypse manuscripts. Picasso the modernist brought the antiquity of his craft to the side of the good.  But he brought them together in the flickering, impassive monochrome of newsprint and newsreels, exposed in the nightlight beneath the merciless lamplight of a single potent bulb, the light that guides the aerial murder.  In the whole history of art, light is the source of salvation. 

SIMON SCHAMA’S POWER OF ART:  Caravaggio
The war for the allegiance of the Christian world was being fought over pictures. Protestants destroyed them.  Catholics made and adored them.  Rome was the spiritual arsenal of that war, the munitions factory of images.  But what images, what likenesses of the Savior, the Virgin, the Apostles, and the Saints?  Along came Michelangelo Merisi da Caravaggio.  Enough, he said, of refinement (to which he was himself a stranger).  The glory of the Gospel was that the Savior was made of flesh and blood like our own.  Although Caravaggio was a thug with a hair-trigger temper and a knife that saw too much action, he put his bruiser’s instinct for physical, in-your-face contact at the service of the faith. 

A murderer, a fugitive, an escapee from prison who was stalked and beaten within an inch of his life, Caravaggio tried to paint his way out of trouble with David with the Head of Goliath.  In the painting, he painted himself as the villain of the piece, Goliath.  Maybe he hoped that by making this guilty plea in paint he would be spared.  Alas, he died an early and wretched death from typhus.  

In the end, Caravaggio changed forever the sense of what painting could do, how real it could feel, how it stood in relation to our physically lived lives.  He was the man who came to destroy painting, said another great artist, not just because of his violation of the decencies, but because he robbed it of its spiritual lift-off power, weighed down as his pictures were with the burden of the flesh. 

SIMON SCHAMA’S POWER OF ART:  Bernini

Gian Lorenzo Bernini – first boy wonder, then adult prodigy – was a man who defined the term “virtuoso.”  Sculptor, architect, composer, dashing cavalier, socially graceful, personally charming, the personal friend of Pope Urban VIII, the patron of the arts.  Bernini’s sculptures had the quick breath of life flowing through them.  But Bernini did not have the field of fame to himself.  There was another maker of architectural marvels breathing down his neck – Francesco Borromini.  The two men hated each other.  

In the 1640s, abruptly, Borromini’s star ascended while Bernini’s fell.  After Urban VIII died, the new Pope, Innocent X, became Borromini’s patron.  To make matters worse, cracks appeared in the bell tower Bernini had built for St. Peter’s and (as Borromini gleefully pointed out) it was in danger of collapsing.  The campanile was ordered to be demolished.  Down with it came Bernini, from the height of fame and power to something of a laughing stock.  A miracle was needed to restore his fortunes.  So he made one:  The Ecstasy of St. Theresa, for the Conaro family chapel in the church of Santa Maria della Vittoria. 

This was the work that changed what sculpture could do, for Bernini made his marble saint levitate and quiver, born aloft by passion and faith.  It was a work of irradiating power that hovered on the border between mystery and indecency.   This was the greatest of the Roman wonders.  It helped the church to hold onto the hearts of the faithful. 

SIMON SCHAMA’S POWER OF ART:  Rembrandt 
In The Night Watch and his portraits of the richest merchants of Amsterdam, Rembrandt van Rijn did the impossible: make something heroic, dramatic and grand out of a world of merchants and money.  No wonder he was richly rewarded.  By 1650, his paintings hung in the houses of the wealthy and the powerful who ruled Holland, which is to say, much of the world.  Within 10 years, Rembrandt was bankrupt, forced to sell his fabulous art collection (the storehouse for his inspiration) and auction his handsome house because he was out of fashion, dismissed as an obstinately rough painter in a smooth age. 
When the dream job came up – the decoration of the Town Hall – Rembrandt was predictably passed over.  But then an ex-student suddenly died, and Rembrandt had a chance for a desperately needed comeback.  He made one of the greatest masterpieces of his, or any, age. And because he did, he blew it.  He could not and would not paint in the required New Manner, all classical restraint, airy grandeur, sharp lines, and bright colors.  Instead, he made the roughest, toughest history painting ever, an old lion’s roar of a picture, and just in case he wasn’t taking enough risks, made it almost a parody of Leonardo’s Last Supper.  But he was not doing this to shock, annoy or provoke a guffaw.  As always, he was doing what he could to make visual the great truth of a story. 
The painting was not quite what the gentlemen of the Town Hall had in mind.  It was received, it hung for a few months, and it was taken down and returned.  Rembrandt cut up his enormous masterpiece in the forlorn hope that the central piece of it, his brigand’s supper, might find a home in someone’s house.  But he was out of luck and died in poverty.  But the great, torn fragment washed by the light of liberty, thick with barbarian painting, endured.
SIMON SCHAMA’S POWER OF ART:  David
Jacques-Louis David, who had been treated well by King Louis XVII and the aristocrats, bit the hand that fed him when he got the religion of revolution.  Art, he decreed in 1789, must no longer be the amusement of the mighty and the leisured, it must make citizens of mere people.  It must shock, inspire and educate.  So David painted for the revolution.  His pictures were speeches in form and color, and this was the only way he could orate, since in his youth he had been wounded in a fencing match by a slash to the cheek that never properly healed, leaving him with a benign tumor. 
He reinvented image-making as political propaganda.  Having broken from the old academy, which had brought him fame and influence, he became the Jacobin terror, a member of the Committee of General Security, the police arm of the revolutionary government.  He received denunciations (some of the people he had known), and signed orders for arrests, trials and executions.  When the arch-denouncer and violent journalist Jean-Paul Marat, the “Friend of the People,” was stabbed to death in his bath in July 1793 by a young woman, Charlotte Corday (who took it upon herself to take one more life in order to stop the killing), a traumatized David jumped to his feet, promising to make an image of the martyr, for France and for the world.   

The painting, Death of Marat, was initially seen by tens of thousands, and after it was reproduced in print, it was seen by millions.  And art became, irreversibly, the accomplice of power.  Henceforth, no regime, however virtuous or however wicked, would be able to do without the sorcery of images and the wizardry of image-makers.  Artists would glorify empires, anoint heroes, demonize villains, manufacture obedience, concoct excitement.  

SIMON SCHAMA’S POWER OF ART:  Turner 

In 1840, Joseph Mallord William (J.M.W) Turner was 65, an old man with sinking spirits, often sick, facing the bleak sea.  Turner was off somewhere, voyaging way beyond any kind of painting the world had ever seen, tempests of burning color, forms that had no discernable shape or line, subjects that imploded in sprays of brilliant oil, or swelling and ebbing washes of watercolor.  He could get away with these wild atmospherics when the subject was topical or patriotic – The Burning of the Houses of Parliament or The Fighting Temeraire.  But he was too brave to play it safe and in too much of a hurry, being old and frail. 

When Turner died, 60 of the great roiling seascapes were left unsold in his studio.  But Slave Ship (Slavers Throwing Overboard the Dead and Dying, Typhoon Coming On) belonged to John Ruskin, who had been given it as a present by his father.  In 1843, Ruskin published his hymn of praise to Turner, Modern Painters.  Turner had anticipated the great 19th-century question posed by the invention of photography.  If the camera could now make two-dimensional facsimiles of nature, of people, of places, what work did that leave for art?  Turner’s great nebulae of color gave one answer, but there was another to be had.  Freed from the job of describing the mere look of the world, art could now go to the heart of the matter, the subjective vision of our mind’s eye.

Turner was the first true modern.  Modern were his tempests of paint, modern his blown-up cloudy forms.  Ultra-modern was his determination to tackle dangerous subjects – slave traders who threw bodies overboard to be rid of incriminating evidence when pursued by the Royal Navy, or (as in the notorious case of the ship Zong in 1783) to collect on the insurance for “lost property” (the sick and the dying).  For Turner, art was not a placebo.  It needed to wreak havoc like the storm, to have the force of an avalanche or an inferno.  Great painting, his painting, needed to risk disaster, the better to communicate it. 

SIMON SCHAMA’S POWER OF ART:  Rothko
Mark Rothko (né Rothkowitz) from Dvinsk, Lithuania, via Portland, Oregon, was commissioned to paint a series of large abstractions for the Four Seasons restaurant in Philip Johnson’s elegantly modernist skyscraper, the Seagram Building in midtown Manhattan.  It was, said Rothko, “a place where the richest bastards in New York will come to feed and show off.”  He added, for good measure, “I hope to ruin the appetite of every son of a bitch who eats in that room.”
For Rothko, this would be the iron test of art’s power in the relentless drone of the modern world.  Could it, in fact, interrupt, startle, still the white noise?  Rothko could hardly shirk the challenge.  He had only just begun to sell his abstractions.  And, like it or not, as with Pollock and de Kooning, his painting fed on the commercial high, the raw, chattering, urban energy that was New York in the late 1940s and 1950s.  But at the same time he wanted his work to bring down the temple of capitalism – not as a revolutionary, but as (he said) messiah.  
Then he went and ate in the Four Seasons, despite believing no one should pay more than five dollars for a meal.  Though a chowhound himself, it was Rothko’s appetite that was ruined when he realized, sickeningly, that no painting, not even his, could tear the diners away from the foie gras and the clinched deal.  Appalled and demoralized, he returned the money and withdrew his pictures.  In 1970, after suffering an aneurysm, Rothko killed himself.  The Seagram paintings survived, as a broken endeavor.  Some are in the Tate in London, some in the National Gallery in Washington, some in Japan, and some in his family’s legacy.  But what endured is Rothko’s answer, his protest against the declaration, made by a German philosopher, “after Auschwitz, no art, no poetry.”
..........…
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