The Female Figure in Western Art

This essay will explore the trestment of the femde figurein art from the renaissance to
presence within the context of the information presented in class. Within this timeframe

the depiction of the femde figure has changed dragticaly. This owes obvioudy to the
changing artistic Sylesin western painting as it progressed from movement to movement,

but aso to more frequent representation of the femde figure in art. The images that will

be discussed in theis paper are Olymipa, by Manet ca. 1863; The Three Brides by Jan
Tootop, ca 1893; Girl Before a Mirror, by Picasso, ca 1932; and Woman, Sag Harbor, by
de Kooning, ca. 1964. The differences and smilarities of these representations of will be
related to the issues of depiction presented in class.

Chronologicdly, the firg painting in the list is Manet’s Olympia. Itisincluded to
represent the redit tradition that was prevaent in Western Europe in the mid- to late-
nineteenth century. This painting is aderivative of Titian's Venus of Urbino, and because
itisvery amilar in technique and compostion, it will serve as our example for thetime
periods Renaissance through mid-19™" century. Of course thisis avery broad
generdization of subject matter, but within the immense soace of the sylidtic
representation of the figure (especially within the 20" century), it seems fair to group
these periods as amilar. It isafter the “redism” of the mid nineteenth century, that
depiction takes on interesting and rapid devel opments.

Here Olympiais depicted in her then-scandalous pose. In attempting to andyze the
noteworthy eements of the compaosition first a strong figure ground separation is noticed.
Manet manipulates the relative contrasts between light and dark to draw maximum
attention to the figure and subdue the background. It isinteresting to note the unnaturdly
deep shadowing of the servant’ s features. Her coloration, as well asthe coloration of the
cat, which together are the only other elements that would demand a viewer’ s attention,
have been darkened to the point where only the closest ingpection reved s the features.



This again emphasizes the prominence of Olympia. Beyond these compositiona
meanipulations there is little noteworthy in the image from a cognition standpoint; the
figures are rendered naturdidticaly and are eesily identifiable, leaving the visud
processing of the viewer’s mind with little chalenge. This painting, however, serves as
good point of departure into the more expressive styles found in the late 19" and 20"
centuries.

The second image, The Three Brides, shows strong characteristics of the Symbolist and
Art Nouveau movements of the late 19" early 20™ Century. Thisimageisablack chalk
and pencil drawing by Dutch artist Jan Toorop. With this image the femae figure begins
its obliterating progression into the art of the 20 century. Produced only 30 years after
the Mangt, the strong stylists influence of the Art Nouveau and the sensua provocation of
the Symbolist movement combine to produce smple yet griking figures. The obvious
characterigtic of thiswork isits strong step away from the naturdigtic treatment of the
figure. The artist integrates the characteristic curvilinear forms of the art nouveau into

the composition by abstracting the fairies hair into intertwined masses of flowing dark
form. Toorop draws only enough to make each figure recognizable, forgoing
unnecessary modeling and attention to natural form. Hisintention is not to detail the
visud complexity of afigure as Manet and other redists did, but to only suggest it, in
essence drawing what he knows and not what he sees, leaving the rest to the viewers
visua system and cognitive abilities to assemble and identify. Such was one of the goals
of the Symbolist movement, removing explicit representation from images and forcing

the viewer's mind and imagination to infer the meaning.



Thisimage, Girl Before a Mirror by Picasso, takes the figure on another step along the
path sarted in the previousimage. Compared to the first two images, Picasso increases
the figure s abgiraction leaving only the essence of the femae form. Here Picasso
presents a strongly colored composition that is marked by linesand forms. Initidly, the
viewer is oriented by the strong vertica line of symmetry that marks the division of the
compoasition, the space between the redlity of the painting and reflection of that redity.
Picasso uses the repetition of forms, here predominately circles, to promote visud unity
in the space. The coloration is powerful in its saturation, yet is able to provide a unifying
influence on the composition because dl the hues are smilar in their saturation and
brilliance. It isinteresting that given only afew abstracted shapes properly arranged, the
human mind is fill able to identify the subject matter as afemde form despiteits
unnatura coloring. This begs the question “at what point are the visua clues no longer
aufficient to identify the figure?’



This, the last image, by de ooning attempts to answer the
question posed above. What elements are necessary in an image
to alow aviewer to recognize the subject matter? Looking at
thisimage, what is recognized as belonging to a human figure?
There are not the telltale symbols present in the Picasso, no eye,
no fingers, not even atouch of hair. The only eement that can
be positively identified as human would be the coloration. The
centrd mass is definitely a flesh tone, but is this clue enough to
decipher the subject matter with no other context? It is easy
enough to look at the image now, having gained context from the
subject matter of this paper and the title of the piece, and redize
thet there is some obliterated human form in theimage. With
aufficient ingpection one may notice two legs and maybe some
semblance of aface. But, would these aspect come through
without this context, or has de ooning pushed the abstraction of
the figure beyond the capacity of human mind to recognize it?
Thisremains an open question, and it is one of the beautiful
mysteries that make art o chalenging and the human mind so
fascinating.

For thought: Given the same

. image by deKooning, dightly
B dtered, and with no outside
context would the image on the
left be recognizable asafemde
form?
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