“The imagination is a mixer.” Some thoughts on the work of Vincent Barré and why his work must be shown in Bremen
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The review in the Canadian Journal ETC covering the Vincent Barré exhibition at Galerie Bernard Jordan in Paris in 2004 was notably entitled: “De la sculpture par definition”.[endnoteRef:1] The reviewer’s starting point was the renewed interest, which she had observed in many artists since the turn of the millennium, in the possibilities of the old media. In the case of sculpture, it entailed harking back to the sculptural body, as the writer went on to elucidate with examples of Barré’s works. By quoting Charles Baudelaire (1821–1867) and Friedrich Nietzsche (1844–1900) in this context, she made reference to the beginnings of modern sculpture in the 19th century. Rather than sculpture in the “expanded field”, in the famous phrase chosen by Rosalind Krauss for her history of the medium after 1960,[endnoteRef:2] Barré seems to rank among the artists who seek the centre of sculpture: the object formed by a human being, with a spatial order comprehensible to other human beings. The relevance of his work hinges upon this. At the same time, when the œuvre is considered from an art-historical viewpoint, limitations come into play because today’s terminology is oriented more towards the expanded field and is diverging ever further from there.[endnoteRef:3]  [1:  Isabelle Hersant: De la sculpture par définition, in: ETC 67 (2004), pp. 74–76.]  [2:  Rosalind Krauss: Sculpture in the Expanded Field, in: October 8 (Spring 1979), pp. 30–44.]  [3:  A nice example which shows how cultivated the interplay between art and theory has become in this area is: Ursula Ströbele, Andreas Greiner, Jan-Philipp Sexauer: 24 h Skulptur. Notes on Time Sculptures, Berlin 2015.] 


Vincent Barré is a reflective artist who is familiar with both old and new art, and blends them in his work. So a history of art is called for which can do the same. His work combines theories from the history of abstract sculpture with an interest in comprehensible contents and traditions, two art-historical strands which stretch far back into history. And Barré’s understanding of tradition is aimed at the impact of the entire artwork and not at individual elements, be they form or iconography. His “Couronne” (“Crown”) [see ill. p. ##] goes back to one of the key pictorial works of the French Renaissance, the “Pietà de Nouans” ascribed to Jean Fouquet (c. 1420 – c. 1480) [ill. 1]. The connection between the painting and the sculpture appears cryptic, although at the bottom left of the picture there is naturally a crown of thorns [ill. 2]. Barré’s concern was to translate the emotion evoked in him by the painting, and its impact on him, into his visual language.[endnoteRef:4] Admittedly this holistic grasp of art, in which the viewer, emotion, situation, work and knowledge come together, is difficult to describe analytically. But there is no lack of a set of tools, as a short art-historical forensic search will show. [4:  Cf. De l’Himalaya à Jean Fouquet, des anneaux de fonte à une couronne d’épines, de l’expérience solitaire à la recherche de l’autre, Vincent Barré raconte son parcours, in: Vincent Barré, exh. cat. Domaine de Kerguéhennec, Bignan 2015, pp. 55–60. ] 


I
The history of thinking about sculpture is also the history of precise intellectual dissection of all its distinctive component elements. World renowned in this context is Adolf von Hildebrand (1847–1921), who emphasised the form of the artwork and thereby provided a vital impulse for the development of modern art. Before and contemporaneously with Hildebrand, however, there were a few attempts to think about sculpture in a wider context. There was extensive discussion of whether a form always had content. If not, the two elements could be separated; if so, then they probably could not. In the end, the “no” camp won through, and fine art without content became conceivable.[endnoteRef:5] By contrast, in Robert Vischer (1847–1933), one of the representatives of so-called “Einfühlung” or “aesthetic empathy”, an attempt is found to understand the complex perception of the artwork from the perspective of psychology, in which all the viewer’s memories are mentally combined with the fact that he is acting as a body in the space. In Vischer this culminates in the sentence: “The imagination is a mixer.”[endnoteRef:6] Although such an imagination could be described, it eluded scientific access and analysis.  [5:  Incidentally, that would ultimately explain that in the meantime any content can be associated with an artwork.]  [6:  Robert Vischer: Über das optische Formgefühl. Ein Beitrag zur Ästhetik (Diss. University of Tübingen) Leipzig 1872, p. 16. ] 


On this basis, August Schmarsow (1853–1936) sought basic concepts for the new art-historical discipline and referred to sculpture as the “Körperbildnerin” or “shaper of bodies”, in contrast to architecture, which he described as the “Raumgestalterin” or “creator of spaces". With regard to sculptures Schmarsow was still thinking about the representation of human bodies. But he knew that even simple or – from his perspective – modern sculptures could stimulate the viewer’s sense of physicality by pressing towards each other in the space, stimulating thought with their forms even if, to the nineteenth-century mind, they were unfinished. The recognition of forms is based on individual recall and identification, so there was no form without content. For Schmarsow, too, the imagination was a mixer. In open contrast to the much-read Hildebrand, he framed the cubic, three-dimensional nature of sculpture as its intrinsic purpose. Whereas Hildebrand discussed the effect of sculpture from a distance, Schmarsow emphasised proximity as the sculptural standpoint, where the visual and tactile senses interact. Schmarsow criticises Hildebrand for the coolness that arises from distance, whereas a sculpture at close quarters radiates ‘joie de vivre’. At the same time, the fact that the work is perceived from a moving perspective (in time and space) plays a decisive role.[endnoteRef:7] Vischer and Schmarsow number among the early theoreticians of Modernism who were not thinking about experiencing artworks one-dimensionally in relation to individual senses. For them, the viewer was a body in the space, with senses and experiences, and this individual context shaped the perception. As soon as this viewer engages with the work, they theorised, the potential experience fans out into temporal and spatial perception. Schmarsow called this the “Körperwirkung” or “body effect” and did not, of course, have abstract sculptures in mind at that time. But he was pondering the beginnings of sculpture and, in the first vertical signs erected by humans in the landscape, could already see the “shaper of bodies” at work.[endnoteRef:8]  [7:  August Schmarsow: Plastik, Malerei und Reliefkunst in ihrem gegenseitigen Verhältnis (Beiträge zur Aesthetik der bildenden Künste III), Leipzig 1899, p. ##.]  [8:  Cf. Auguste Schmarsow: Unser Verhältnis zu den bildenden Künsten. Sechs Vorträge über Kunst und Erziehung, Leipzig/Berlin 1903, p. ##. ] 


The history of sculpture after Hildebrand is that of reduction. This story ends in the middle of the 1960s with the emergence of Minimal Art and an explicit shift in the parameters of art description. It merits reflection that, afterwards, instead of a style of art description that referenced a concentrated sculptural form, once again great interest developed in situations involving the artwork and the viewer. In comparison to the late 19th century, however, one element had been eliminated: the referential character of art. The methodological problem only seemed solvable in the following way: references to the human body should be placed in the work, but the individual’s subjectivity should be set aside. It was more than mere collateral damage that this meant setting aside the entire impact of the artwork as a conglomerate of experiences. 

Vischer and Schmarsow attempted to enrich the new discipline of art history with new insights from perceptual psychology. The same operation could equally be attempted in the 21st century, considering that both disciplines have progressively developed in the meantime.[endnoteRef:9] There are three problems with this. First, the connection between form and content; second, the question of which experience is of relevance; and third, the unavoidable question of verifiability. Although the idea of inner sympathetic emotion, of “empathy”, has regained its appeal since the discovery of mirror neurons, it has almost ceased to play a role in current thinking about sculpture.  [9:  How productive this cooperation can be is shown by: Rainer Schönhammer (ed.): Körper, Dinge und Bewegung. Der Gleichgewichtssinn in materieller Kultur und Ästhetik, Vienna 2009. ] 


II
In the work of Vincent Barré, body images crop up in chronological sequence, varying and interlocking. His first assemblages, vertical life-size structures, are directly reminiscent of people and, via their titles, point very directly to the history of art beyond Modernism [ill. 3]. Whereas in the history of modern sculpture, the assemblage was considered a means of suppressing content, Barré used it in the opposite way from the very start. Conversely, the forms manually cut out of iron from the 1990s are pointers to the sculptor’s physical labour [ill. 4]. From the late 1990s, these apparently contradictory aspects are combined. The basic motif is less a sign than a formed body in space, sculpted in the round, full of figurative allusions and visible working traces. Although these sculptures are always obviously hollow, they are perceived in the first instance as bodies and not as shells, and – via their proportions, individual convex forms or relative dimensions – they refer to human beings [ill. 5]. 

The relationship between the dimensions of the sculpture and the body of a viewer, be it body height, orientation or an allusion to the sense of touch, is as much a part of a figure’s content as the reference to a body image. In light of the fact that human beings are creatures of interpretation, the question of whether there is form without content is possibly a sham art-historical argument (although the answer that was given in the 19th century did, of course, have far-reaching consequences). It is more important, however, that in Vincent Barré’s case there is no form without content. And the evident concern is to bring this referential character into balance with other (formal) aspects of sculpture so that the artwork, as a paradox, ultimately combines the tradition of abstract art with representational images.

The source of these representational images is documented in the artist’s sketch books in some cases, but one may be forgiven for asking whether this process, in which the observation of a Lamentation gives rise to a bronze crown, explains the crown as an easily readable sign. Barré himself knows about the Christian connotations but by leaving the clay linkages (this is wax) between the branches clearly visible even in the bronze cast, he brings the aspect of the sculpture’s making into the foreground. The proposal of being able to switch back and forth perceptually between different aspects that are simultaneously present is one of the central features of this sculpture. 
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The experimental art historians of the late 19th century knew that “space” and “form” came not at the beginning but closer to the end of a perception process. And they knew that philosophical categories only offered one possible door to reality. Schmarsow, the scholar mentioned above, described the development of sculpture and the (for his day) noteworthy fact that archaic – he cited Egyptian – sculpture had a much stronger impact than later, naturalistic figures. He could only explain it by referring to the viewer’s sense of physicality, which in his opinion came at the beginning of the perception process. According to Schmarsow, anyone who talks about sculpture must speak about the relationship between three spatial volumes: the first is the formed body, the second the volume of the viewer’s body that moves through the room, and the third, the immediately adjacent tactile region that surrounds him. And since the second and third are moving in relation to the first, apart from the body, a perceived direction in the room always plays a part as well.[endnoteRef:10] Body and direction are the intrinsic parameters of the medium. That, for Schmarsow, was the crux.  [10:  Cf. Schmarsow 1899 (as n. 7), p. ##.] 


The artists who were influenced by Vischer and Schmarsow used the various elements into which sculpture had been philosophically dissected. On the other hand, they never forgot that the “imagination is a mixer”, and thereby evaded the “suppression of art by the schoolmasters”, as the French discourse characterised it.[endnoteRef:11] One of these artists was Gerhard Marcks (1889–1981). His art is about exploring the many aspects that make up sculpture. As soon as it is recognised that the hallmark of a certain type of sculpture is not the individual motif but the emphatically sought equilibrium between the visible sculptural elements, new lines of tradition emerge. Then the distance from Gerhard Marcks to Vincent Barré becomes much less than it may appear at first glance. The aversion to effects and the search for a kind of sculpture in which different visual proposals are made in parallel yet the individual figure radiates peace and silence, is a unifying factor across motif-related, national and temporal boundaries. The reduction of sculpture to its motif is probably attributable to the alliance of schoolmasters and photographers. The time has come to reflect upon alternatives from the perspective of real perception in space. How a sculpture alludes to the viewer’s sense of physicality as a way into a thought process enriched with feelings and knowledge was the material of art description as practised more than a century ago, predating printed illustrations. Yet ideas can be derived from it which may be relevant today in the exhibition room.  [11:  Cf. Jaqueline Lichtenstein: The Blind Spot. An Essay on the Relations between Painting and Sculpture in the Modern Age, Los Angeles 2008, pp. 135–142.] 


There are historical and political reasons for considering the concept of empathy with a certain reserve. As soon as a particular “feeling” is defined as typifying multiple people or even particular groups, it is not a great leap to Richard Wagner (1813–1883), who was convinced that Germans could be identified by their emotional response to the music of Beethoven (1770–1827). From this, the next step was the development of a sentimental “Art for All”, which quite undoubtedly ranks among the low points of European art history. What that means, to argue the converse, is that the very desire for verifiability perhaps misses the mark completely in the case of empathy. The work of Vincent Barré requires a slow, pondering perception, which does anything but emphasise individual aspects analytically. Instead, it takes the three spatial volumes stated by Schmarsow, the given visual experiences and the associated possible contents, and imaginatively mixes an idea. 

