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Almost twenty five years ago, when the great Henri Matisse retrospective filled New York’s Museum of Modern Art, I took part in a symposium on the artist’s work. The other panelists were the exhibition’s curator, the British art historian John Elderfield; the British sculptor Anthony Caro; and the unclassifiable American artist Frank Stella. Elderfield stressed that Matisse, for all his aesthetic daring and innovation, was never an abstract artist but always based his images on his perceptions and “sensations” – as he himself put it – of his experience, often of the human figure. Matisse’s most radical inventions, we agreed, were not abstractions but, rather, two-dimensional equivalents for his acute awareness of the three-dimensionality and the space of the perceivable world. Stella responded, “After Matisse, the only thing possible is abstraction.”

This exchange has stayed with me for so many years because it seems to sum up the dilemma facing serious present day artists who think of themselves as belonging to the long continuum of art history, rather than rejecting that inheritance, and who remain committed to making expressive objects, rather than declaring or illustrating verbal theories. Artists who embrace these notions must decide how they can honor the legacy of the past and recent past without replicating known solutions or being hampered by them, in order to move boldly towards what Caro called “the onward of art.” In addition, if they believe, as Matisse did, that experience and perception provide important stimuli to the making of art and enrich its meaning, but take seriously Stella’s contention that “after Matisse, the only thing possible is abstraction,” they are also faced with the daunting task of determine how they can use those stimuli in non-literal, unexpected, even abstract ways. 

Vincent Barré’s work can be read as an answer those challenges. A first impression is that he is an abstract artist who strives to create economical, essential forms. The visual language of his mature sculptures, whatever their medium, like that of his works on paper, clearly belongs to a wholly modernist, non-specific idiom. The character of his forms is inseparable from the character of the materials he adopts, an emphasis on factual physicality that would seem to preclude any kind of reference to anything pre-existing, especially to the human figure. Confronted, for example, by Barré’s massive horizontal oval volumes, swelling gently around their hollow centers, we first concentrate on their visual weight, their size, the articulation of their masses, and their surfaces, as well as on the mutability of those qualities from different viewpoints. We note the particular character of the sculpture’s medium – the seductive, warm darkness of cast iron, for example, or the cool, matte grey of cast aluminum. And we are engaged, from the start, by such “purely” formal concerns as the contrast between edges and three-dimensional bulk, or by the subtle variations in the length of the components and in the sizes and proportions of the openings into their unseen interiors. Barré’s vertical sculptures are no less compelling for their substantial, even aggressive physical presence; they demand that we measure ourselves against them and insist that we move around them, often to discover, when we do so, unexpected differences among the various views. Our attention can be completely engaged by these material and formal qualities; we are held by the sculptures’ internal syntax and by their autonomy. We intuit an underlying, almost Platonic sense of geometric order that disciplines these works, but, paradoxically, we are equally conscious of their expressive deviations from pure archetypes. Barré’s sculptures seem, at least, when we first encounter them, to be self-sufficient, albeit mysterious objects, unlike anything but themselves. They fascinate us because of their intrinsic properties.

Yet we soon discover how richly allusive these enigmatic forms prove to be. If we spend some time with Barré’s seemingly elemental structures, we not only become more aware of their subtly distorted geometric underpinnings, but we also find that they provoke a host of associations with everything from the human body to a surprising range of man-made things. It is not simply that we are conditioned to recognize just about any vertical object, slim or robust, from a broomstick to a tree trunk, as a surrogate human being. Barré’s large sculptures, whether made of cast iron, cast aluminum, or wood, whether vertical or horizontal, can seem to allude both to standing or reclining figures, or to columns or architectural fragments, virtually at the same time, while his small, intimate bronzes can conjure up such disparate sources as primitive kitchen pots and Bronze Age armor, along with many other objects from different cultures and periods, all of them scaled to the body and made to be handled and used. We begin thinking about archaic sculpture, ancient tools, and domestic utensils. Barré, it turns out, is a widely-traveled connoisseur of such diverse precedents. He has filled countless notebooks, on his travels, with exquisite drawings of kouroi, ancient artifacts, vernacular and devotional objects from Asia, and more, so it is not surprising that these enthusiasms reverberate in his art. It is as though his abstract structures were haunted by his memories of the human figure, both real and depicted, as well as by his recollections of the architecture, utilitarian vernacular objects, and other accoutrements that he has encountered on his travels – that is to say, his nominally abstract sculptures and drawings resonate with echoes of the body and the things the body uses.

Barré’s considered responses to the art of the past and recent past are equally present. He often speaks of how, as a graduate student at the University of Pennsylvania, he frequented the Philadelphia Museum of Art, where he was particularly attentive to the museum’s spectacular late Paul Cézanne, The Large Bathers, 1900-06, a masterpiece of crouching and striding nudes, enclosed by tall trees, arching in from either side of the canvas. Barré’s recent installation of generously scaled, tapering cast iron “rings,” on the grounds of the Château de Chaumont-sur-Loire, suggested the sections of fallen classical columns, scattered on the grass, despite the fact that we could see into and through the iron elements. But because of the framing trees and distant views beyond the large iron elements, the deceptively casual placement of the open forms also evoked Cézanne’s composition – which is why, Barré says, he chose the site in the first place. Barré’s title for this exhibition, “Under the Big Trees,” can be interpreted both as an oblique allusion to a modern day Arcadia and as an homage, like the Chaumont-sur-Loire installation, to Cézanne’s great painting. The title also evokes yet another superlative work that the artist encountered during his sojourn in Philadelphia, Matisse’s own seminal Arcadian vision, The Joy of Life, 1905-1906, in the collection of the Barnes Foundation. Here, too, nudes disport themselves beneath an architecture of ample trees, isolated against a field of glowing color. 

Barré’s second installation at Chaumont-sur-Loire, exquisitely adjusted to its site in the château’s elegant brick stables, included a suspended bronze “crown” cast from an accumulation of spiky branches. This large, elegant, but vaguely sinister object was, we discovered, a response to the crown of thorns in the 15th century Pietá de Nouans, Jean Fouquet’s masterpiece – a painting that Barré reveres – which is installed in a small church a few kilometers away. This kind of lively dialogue with other art and with artifacts, ancient and modern, is typical of Barré’s approach. Throughout his evolution, he has taken as points of departure, in equally improvisatory and surprising ways, a large cross-section of paintings and sculptures he has admired and been moved by, made by a broad range of artists of the past and recent past. Once we begin considering this aspect of Barré’s thinking, we start to read his seemingly abstract “columns” and the bold, pared-down, floating shapes of his stamped wall drawings not simply as uninhibited, non-literal allusions to the human figure, but also as possible homages not only to Cézanne’s facetted bathers but, perhaps even more importantly, also to Matisse’s eloquent torsos, in both two and three dimensions.

The formal rigor that governs Barré’s work, whatever its medium or scale, however rich the associations it provokes, could also be interpreted as the result of his formation as an architect and designer of urban spaces and his persistent engagement with these disciplines. Although Barré formally abandoned the practice of architecture three decades ago to concentrate on sculpture and two-dimensional work, he continues to be involved in ambitious urban projects; as well, he frequently makes site specific or site responsive sculptures and is always intimately involved in the placement of his work, in both temporary and permanent installations. After receiving a degree in architecture in Paris, following a family tradition of many generations, Barré completed graduate training in architecture and urbanism at the University of Pennsylvania, studying with the legendary American architect Louis Kahn. It is perhaps not an overstatement to say that the aesthetic of Barré’s sculptures is on some deep level connected to the aesthetic of Kahn’s iconic buildings. Kahn’s work, while entirely contemporary, was deeply informed by the solemn geometry and eloquent massing of such precedents as early Greek temples and Romanesque churches, prototypes that Barré admires and has studied closely. It is possible, for example, to connect the notable density and equally notable interior spaces, whether visible or hidden, of Barré’s tapering horizontally placed works and his confrontational columns with both the sturdy forms of 11th century architecture and Kahn’s elemental compositions in concrete and wood, animated by the play of light. 

In the same way, it is also possible to interpret the declarative sense of unity of Barré’s recent work with the forthright clarity of Kahn’s buildings, which always allow us to understand their logic and massing, almost from our first view. (Their subtle, internal relationships emerge over time.) Beginning with his earliest vertical sculptures in steel, made of flat plates, Barré appears to have striven for singularity. His first, poised, bird-like or dancer-like steel works, while conspicuously slender, possess the unity of a kouros, rather than, as we might expect because of their material, reminding us of constructed sculpture’s “new tradition” of drawing in space. In the same way, his recent works, despite their implicitly hollow interiors, declare their difference from ordinary objects by displacing space, rather than, as constructed sculpture often does, by embracing space or encouraging space to penetrate the confines of the structure. Even an open volume established with very broad “strokes,” such as Barré’s 1994 Perséphone, in the collection of the Musée Matisse, reads primarily as a singular mass – a non-literal interpretation of the way the human body occupies space, not an arbitrary abstraction. This quality is particularly evident in Barré’s recent work in both two and three dimensions. Both his vertical and horizontally-oriented sculptures are as contained as the most introspective Buddhist figures, while his stamped drawings are constructed with large, uninflected shapes that play against the edges of the support; there are no overt gestures. In both Barré’s recent sculptures and drawings, the edges of forms and shapes carry the burden of drawing; there are no explicit lines, only places where planes change direction, where dark meets light, or where mass encounters space, all of which reinforces the sense of containment and singularity implicit in these works. Their autonomy and self-containment are equivalents, perhaps, for their introspective author’s deep pleasure in spending time alone, in his studio or walking through remote valleys of the Himalyas.
 
Elderfield’s contention that Matisse was never an abstract artist is, obviously, both true and provable by the evidence of his work, in a way that most art critical observations are not. Stella’s assertion that “after Matisse, the only thing possible is abstraction” is, just as obviously, true for him, as it was for many of his inventive contemporaries, as the evolution of Stella’s work over the past six decades and that of his peers attests. But for the next generation of artists – to which Barré belongs – the division between disciplines and genres is more fluid and permeable. Both Barré’s sculpture and his stamped drawings are posited on the most rigorous notions of abstractness and, at the same time, depend on a wealth of non-explicit, oblique allusions and references to animate and humanize those notions. Each of us will bring our own set associations to bear on Barré’s work, but whatever our conclusions, it seems evident that more appears to be possible than Stella thought. 

Karen Wilkin
New York, January-February 2016
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