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Understanding  Art 93

these moving forms the angel, and the circle below con-
taining the sleeping apostles, come cutting in. Our sketch

can only show a hundredth of what is in the original . El
Greco learnt his mastery

of patterns and spiritual
meaning as a Greek ikon-
painter, before becoming
a Baroque artist in Rome
and Spain. Later Baroque
painters had a lot of
violence and bulging mus-
cless but no spiritual
teaching whatsoever .

EL creco . You may see now that
there is much more in art
than mere photographic likeness. Now that Western experts
are admiring the art of the great Eastern civilisations,
our Christians of the Middle East should learn to love
and admire the work of their fathers, as should every true
patriot whatever his religion. One should not neglect great
works of art simply because they do not bear sufficient
resemblance to the appalling mass of shoddy industrial
pretty pictures we are now accustomed to. Unlike the
Western peoples of the nineteenth century who let indus-
trialism and high - powered commerce ruin all beauty, the
Eastern nations who are reaffirming their place in the
world can see what is to be kept and what is to be rejected
in the new civilisation, before all that is good in the old
is quite ruined .

The Byzantine artists of the Middle Ages were marked
by their zeal for experiment. Only later did Eastern art
become static and then degenerate. May we see soon artists
in these lands so rich in history, combine the Western
mastery over physical nature, with the supernatural, intel-
lectual and imaginative power of their Greek and Asian

ancestry .

KENNETH MORTIMER



94 Kenneth Mortimer

art comes from its plan. Look at the Russian ikor in our
January article in An-Nahla. The wide-based triangular
shape not only gives its aesthetic form, but also a sense of
serenity and security . Giving the top of the triangle a
curving movement over to the left makes the triangle more
light and graceful and stresses the intimacy between Nother
and Child. Study every line and see what part it has to
play . How full of meaning are the ikons of old, how
clearly they show how Mary’s holiness comes from being
Mother of God! What a contrast with the idiotic and
rubbishy holy pictures and statues of more modern times!

Raphael too has chosen a triangle as the form of his
Mother, Child and infant John the Baptist, but notice
the way he has chosen to make
the picture more interesting .
Not only are the two upper
faces turned towards St. John,
but several rythmic lines cut
across the arms of the bottom
left-hand angle A, distingui-
shing it from B and C. A
small triangle has been inset
into our copy of Raphael to
make the structure of his
picture quite clear. So not
only is a beautiful pattern of
, line and colour made, and
our eyes are led to the left, but the interest of the Holy
Family in St. John is shown and it is made clear that St.
John is apart from Mary and Jesus, although related to
them . A similar effect could have been made by making
the lines radiate from angle A as also shown in inset, but
this would have made too much movement and not portray-
ed the calm of a pious family.

Violence and movement are seen instead in El Greco’s
« Agony in the Garden » . The triangular shapes of Our
Lord and the rocks behind him fall over to the left, as
do the trees and the soldiers on the extreme right. Into
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Every work of pictorial art can be considered both as
a representation of the physical form of the object, and
as a pleasing abstract pattern, well balanced, of lines, high-
lights, shadows, colours and bulk often arranged in various
triangles and circles. Both the representation of the physical
form and the abstract pattern can be modified to tell emot-
ional or spiritual truths.

To deal first with the representation, that is draughts-
manship or drawing; an artist must perfectly grasp what
he sees and have an exact mental image of it. Even
barbarian artists have a mastery of what they see, even
though they may be too primitive to see all the physical
truth. Pablo Picasso is famous for very abstract paintings
that seem to look like nothing on earth, yet he too has also
done exquisite drawings perfectly true to nature. This is
the test and discipline of every artist.

But it is most important to realise that nature cannot
exactly be imitated . Firstly, not everything can be shown.
To show the effect of light and atmosphere on colour,
French artists had to leave out the details of anatomy, the
details .of the skin may be sacrificed to show how the bones
beneath make highlights on it. Sacrifices also have to be
made for the meaning, Greek and Renaissance artists altered
the human figure to emphasise the muscles or the nobility
of bearing , the Russians did so for spiritual truth .

Every picture is a work of INTERPRETATION into
paint, paper-and-pencil or stone. A Greek, Gothic, Italian.
French, Russian, Chinese or babarian artist will each study
a human body- carefully and represent it faithfully accord-
ing to his own genius, and each will turn out a work of
art totally different from the others. Two Chinese artists
both perfectly show the exact appearance of a fish, yet
one does it with hundreds of lines, the other with a few
shadows, and both thus show different aspects.

However, the highest intellectual content of a work of
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