Welcome to Episode 91: Audrey Flack: Contemporary "Vanitas" in Still Life Paintings
Today we will immerse ourselves into the stillness and beauty of still life artworks; one by the contemporary artist Audrey Flack and the other by the Dutch 17th century female artist Rachel Ruysch.
Ruysch's painting, "Flower Still Life" and Flack's 1977-78 "Wheel of Fortune" are a special kind of still life known as Vanitas. From the Book of Ecclesiastes in the Christian Bible, "Vanity of vanities, vanity of vanities, all is vanity." Vanitas still lifes are artworks designed to encourage us, the viewer, to contemplate death. A reminder that beauty fades and all living things must die. It is through the familiarity of objects, visual symbols we are reminded, rather warned of the fragility of life. I just love, love this because it applies to everyone--no one will or can escape the fleeting nature of material things and the transience of life. 
Let's look closely at Audrey Flack's painting. Wheel of Fortune. This large hyper-realistic painting fits into the Photorealism category. Developed in the mid-1960s to mid-1970s, Photorealism is a type of realist painting. It rejects the painterly qualities in artwork, those gestural brushstrokes, striving instead to create pictures that look photographic. What you experience is a photographic vision of reality, that  sense of precision, highly finished, sharp edged, minutely detailed. As you will see in Flack's works, hers is not cool or detached. On the contrary, her compositions of symbolic still lifes, the viewpoint seen from above, are autobiographical, even confessional. It is about things she cares for. Flack said,  "I believe people have a deep need to understand their world and that art clarifies realty for them."
Let's journey through the arrangement of elegant objects of this painting.  The colors a very vivid and gleaming. A the top, smooth-skinned, juicy in its glistening redness, is a cluster of red grapes is set on an hour glass, the flow of sand streams from the top glass bulb into the one beneath; a strand of crystal beads appears to hang off the grapes leading our eye to the table holding these elegant objects, a die reveals two of its sides, a three and a six. There are mirrors, two of them, both ornate in their gold frames, one is vertically upright, a smaller hand one lays on the table. The upright one reflects one of the dominant objects in this still life, a skull propped on the table, a bright red lipstick in a gold case balances atop the head, the moist red lip stain hovers over a crystal glass wine goblet. I see a page from a calendar and burning candle, the melting wax is beginning to drip into its silver holder.  Juxtaposed to the overall palette of reds, blues and gold, is a deep blue drapery drawn back, revealing  this elegant feast of objects. 
In the painting "Wheel of Fortune" we are bombarded with the excesses of consumerism. Below the slick surface and the depth of field variations of a photograph, her composition of still-life objects is a lexicon of the ephemerality of life (the burning candle, the shifting hourglass, that skull that bombards the composition--these objects carried the same symbolic messaging as did in 17th century Flemish paintings). Inclusive to the work are contemporary symbols of vanity  like the lipstick and mirrors, fruit's sheen, eroticism. The artist inserts herself into the composition through is a photograph of the artist herself as a young woman, the oval frame is dotted in bright beads illustrating her intended exploration of her vulnerabilities through the subject of vanitas. Flack said, "For me art is a continuous discovery into reality, an exploration of visual data which has been going on for centuries, each artist contributing to the next  generation's advancement. I believe people have a deep need to understand their world and that art clarifies realty for them."
Let's go back in time and explore vanitas through the lens of a female artist in the 17th century, Rachel Ruysch. Using the medium of paint, Ruysch depicts and symbolizes vanity and fragility of life through complex compositions and arrangement s of fruits and flowers. 
Before we contemplate her painting "Flower Still Life," let's talk about her life; a wonderful resource I want to credit here is the text ""Women Artists in History," by Wendy Slatkin. Ruysch was a prominent and successful painter in Amsterdam, specializing in flower pictures in the late 17th and early 18th centuries. Born into a highly distinguished family, Ruysch and this is relevant given that she was a woman,  was encouraged to develop her talents as an artist. Her father, a professor  of anatomy and botany had an extensive collection that Rachel observed and studied and drew on for her compositions. Her upbringing was stimulating intellectually and artistically--her mother, also educated, was an architect. This foundation of family support and encouragement led her to study painting with the finest contemporary still life painters. Through her over 50 year marriage to portrait painter Jurien Pool, she bore ten children. Despite her large family and her domestic duties, she was able to paint and produce brilliant and complex works bathed in atmospheres that completely submerses your senses. Throughout her 60 year career, she was held in high esteem that earned her fortune as well as fame. 
"Flower Still Life" from 1726, like Flack's composition, employs a high degree of skillful precision. Ruysch's style in these kinds of compositions were constructions, not just an assembled arrangement of flowers and insects that evoked asymmetrical bouquets in a sort of S curve set against dark backgrounds; the flowers, fruit, insects are rendered clearly in rich colors. Her color palette employs subtle color harmonies of complementary colors. The flowers by Ruysch and other Dutch flower painters are for the most part cultivated specimens, often from a hot house rather than the garden, signifying privilege, wealth and scientific interest--at the time the microscope was perfected and inspired interest in looking closely into the natural world. 
To look at a Ruysch painting is to slow down in patient observations. As in Flack's painting, you will too will experience not just simple representations of objects both crafted and from the natural world, but are embedded with symbolic messages through vanitas images. Let's dive into Ruysch's microcosmic  world. Atop a wood table is an arrangement of flowers in a round, stout vase. 
She captures every detail of profusion of the arrangement of cut flowers. Bursting are luscious white poppies and Morning Glories, some in full bloom and others not at all. Each petal, stem, leaf is minutely and precisely rendered---the sense of realism is heightened by its textures. There is a caterpillar crawling along the stem of a flower, deep, green veined leaves coddle browning leaves riddled with holes by hungry insets. in the foreground a poufy flower bloom falls from the vase, a pink one too has wilted, a reminder that beauty fades and all living things must die. This painting is more than a mesmerizing distraction in beauty, it connects deeply with the Christian, philosophical value behind the biblical passage I shared at the top of the episode. "Vanity of vanities, vanity of vanities, all is vanity." Examples of that Christian iconography include an iris at the top of the composition referencing the Christian trinity. The white poppies are associated with sleep and death, and the blue and white Morning Glory emerging from darkness into light represents Christ's Resurrection. That infestation of insects consuming or destroying the flowers, they also speak to the fleeting nature of time. This is all happening in our delight of Ruysch's manufactured loveliness of the work. Again from Slatkin's text, "At first we are attracted by its beauty--flowers are shown in an ideal state of bloom, but only in order to recall the vanities of earthy life, fleeting in nature. That fleeting beauty is superficial."  Though this is a still life, the insects, the progression of the flowers from full bloom to drooping, the picture is really not still at all, but rather teeming with life. And we can assert that same observation in Flack's painting--the burning candle, the associations some of the objects like the lipstick, half full goblet of red wine, the streaming sand in the hour glass also teem with life, but with glimpses into Flack's exploration of her personal life, her vulnerabilities. These two female artists have opened me up to explore my connections with materialism and the fleeting pace my life is moving. These works ask us to look beyond ornamental beauty; beyond the surface to meaning and to engage in reflection. 
As a female artist, Flack, like Ruysch is accomplished. From her website: "she is an internationally recognized painter and sculptor and pioneer of photorealism. In the patriarchal world of the art canon, artists like Chuck Close are higher in the list of pioneers of this style and movement. She enjoys the distinction of being the first photorealist painter whose work was purchased by the Museum of Modern Art for its permanent collection. And she is the first woman artist, along with Mary Cassatt, to be included in Jansen History of Art text. Texts like Jansen are the seminal art history survey compilations of the art story.  Earlier in her career she found success as an Abstract Expressionist, but moved away from her large gestural abstractions and exploration of the self-portrait  inspired by Rembrandt's somber-toned works into Photorealism. In the 1990s Flack changed her focus from painting to large sculpture, all of women as powerful figures. (from Brooklyn Rail), "Flack worked extensively in bronze sculpture, reshaping --figuratively and in conception--the treatment of the female body within monumental public commissions. And she is also writer; her book "Art and Soul: Notes on Creating" she forges the links between the artist and the larger world. I hope this podcast episode inspires you to deepen your connections with Flack and her art. 
In my last episode, number 90, celebrating the modernist gardens of Alma Woodsey Thomas, I opened up that the pandemic, the months of being away from museums, collections and the community, was weighing on me; and in part of that episode, I looked to the poets for connection to the visual representations I discussed. And even though I got back into the saddle of seeking out another woman artist for a new episode, that unsureness presses against me like a dead weight. To be honest it drew me in the direction of vanitas still lifes. But in my research of Flack, I came across an interview in which  Flack, the artist, discusses Covid-19 and its effect on the artistic life.  She teaches at  The New York Academy of Art and after classes were cancelled at the end of last March, she sent an email letter, titled "Days of Reckoning" to her graduate students.  I want to read part of it to you. (this excerpt is credited to the Brooklyn Rail forum)
What does it mean to be an artist in the days of reckoning….the days of the Coronavirus? 
The days when we face illness and death….when our mortality looms before us and fear is around every corner and in everyone’s eyes? When we are alone in our homes, unable to touch or connect? I think of Verdi's Requiem, Michelangelo's Last Supper, Grünewald's Isenheim Altarpiece, Carlo Crivelli’s Pieta, and Dürer’s Four Horsemen of the Apocalypse. 
Amazingly enough, our frantic pace has suddenly come to a halt. We are now in slow time. We have time to think, draw, paint, sculpt, write, read, study, play music, and dance. We have time to create meaningful and beautiful work, for beauty can be found even in devastation. 
In 1948, while I was a student at Music & Art High School, I was rummaging through a stack of used books at the Strand Bookstore when I came across an old, frayed Phaidon edition of Rembrandt self-portraits. The images were printed in the most beautiful tones of sepia and burnt sienna. I carried that book around with me every day and studied Rembrandt’s face as he aged. Although I was young at the time, I identified with him as I do now that I am old. Rembrandt’s work comes back to me now during the coronavirus crisis we are all going through. 
Rembrandt’s last paintings, particularly his great self-portraits, were painted during the worst times of his life. Epidemics frequently recurred and affected Rembrandt’s own family. His second common-law wife, Hendrickje Stoffels, died from the plague in 1663 and the plague also sadly claimed the life of his son Titus, who died at only 26. Yet he dressed himself in a brilliant gold shirt, held a silver cane, and painted himself with the proud bearing of a king in a frontal and almost confrontive pose. He stares at the viewer with intense pensive eyes that capture you. Bring you into the painting. Even during this devastating time, art sustained him and he was able to create some of the greatest works of all time. 
Like Rembrandt, during these days and months of isolation, when everything has come to a halt, when everyone is frustrated, and this feverish, frenetic lifestyle has hit a stone wall, we have the time to work in our studios quietly. We have the time to study, to improve, to learn, and to connect. We can reestablish art in ways that have meaning for people, for if art is not for people, who is it for? 
Through Flack's words, I reflected on some of the ways I create meaning and connection through my artistic life as an educator, writer and podcaster, in these uncertain times. I produced my first podcast episodes highlighting conversations with artists like Laurence de Valmy and Elisa Valenti, and next month Meg Hitchcock. Social media platform Instagram and emails are the places I am building community in the visual arts for now. And though I am a little weary from loss of the human connection, Flack the artist, invites us to rediscover the depth of isolation. So I ask you as the world slowly reopens, what are you creating in your isolation? What meaningful impact will you make for people? As Flack says, if art is not for people, who is it for?
Thank you for listening. All the works discussed can be viewed at my website at beyondthepaint.net and @beyondthepaintpodcast. Resources for this podcast include Audrey Flack, Brooklyn Rail, the writings of Wendy Slatkin--links are in the podcast notes. 

 

