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Faces in the Crowd

Iwona Blazwick

One story of modern art tells of its evolution away from pictorialism and illusion towards
abstraction and objecthood. As Clement Greenberg described it: "The history of avant-garde
painting is that of a progressive surrender to the resistance of its medium [...] which consists chiefly
in the flat picture plane's denial of efforts to "hole through" it for realistic perspectival space. In
making this surrender, painting not only got rid of imitation - and with it, 'literature' - but also of
realistic imitation's corollary confusion between painting and sculpture."!

"Faces in the Crowd" traces a different but parallel story, the origins of which also lie in realism, but
one that is located in subject matter as well as medium, and which continues a very modern project
- the picturing of contemporary life. The exhibition brings together works of art created throughout
the twentieth century that may broadly be described as figurative, but which do not merely reiterate
the conventions and ideals of the past, or seek to illustrate ideology. Each in their way may be
considered as "avant-garde." They are works that attempt to bring different kinds of "realism" to
methodology, medium and content in order to create a bridge between art and life. Drawing, for
example, on apparently objective ways of recording the world, such as the photograph, or of
evoking a physical experience of the world through the sensory realism of the phenomenal, the
paintings, photographs, videos and sculptures brought together here also share a common subject.
Whether the artist is attempting to make an objective index of the everyday or to give subjective
expression to the condition of modernity, what is central to this exhibition is the exploration of the
relationship between the individual and contemporary society.

The backdrop against which this dynamic plays itself out is provided by the evolution of the
modern city, electrified by new sources of energy and transport, rationalised into grids, boulevards
and gyratory systems, hurled upwards towards the sky, spread outwards to engulf the countryside,
diluted into suburb, strip mall or favela, layered with billboards and screens, and periodically
decimated by bombs or developers' wrecking balls.

The urban context may be regarded as an incubator for modernism, providing, in the first instance,
prime conditions for cultural production. From the academy to the studio to the exhibition space,
the communities, exemplars and markets offered by the metropolis have nurtured the great
modernist movements and avant-gardes. The city offers the artist access to information; to like
minded practitioners; to the communication and circulation of ideas; to platforms for exhibitions,
critical attention and sales; and face-to-face contact with an audience. But above all, the city
provides a subject, the tableau vivant of modernity.

The constantly mutating facades and spaces of the metropolis offer a repertoire of surfaces and
volumes that act as both aesthetic framework and social signifier. The city provides a stage set, a
mise-en-scene, where, according to Charles Baudelaire, the artist can watch: "the flow of life move



by, majestic and dazzling. He admires the eternal beauty and the astonishing harmony of life in the
capital cities, a harmony so providentially maintained in the tumult of human liberty. He gazes at
the landscape of the great city, landscapes of stone, now swathed in the mist, now struck in full face
by the sun."?

The picturing of urban space has tended to focus on three arenas - the street; spaces of public leisure
and entertainment; and the portals of the media. Notably less prevalent, however, is the space of
labour, unless co-opted into an overtly political agenda.

The physical surface and dynamic of the street - both lateral and vertical - has provided aesthetic
form for the expression of a desire, the perception of a reality and the interrogation of its effects. In
the early twentieth century it was the verticality of the city, combined with the ceaseless movement
of trains, planes and automobiles, embodying the exhilaration of speed, that encapsulated a dream
of the modern escaping the weight of history and propelling itself towards the future. By mid-
century the distinctly horizontal grid of the American metropolis was to provide a different
paradigm for another modern aesthetic impulse - towards non-hierarchical art forms of
boundlessness through rationalised space and repetition.

The opening up of boulevards and avenues and the advent of artificial lighting also exposed the
citizen, making him or her fair game for observation and critique. Artists could capture people out
strolling or focus on city dwellers silhouetted by electric light as they sat by their windows, or
smoked on the stairs of tenement blocks.

Throughout the century, the transparency and reflection of glass has provided artists with a framing
and mirroring device for the figure, refracted between private and public space, be it the domestic
balcony, the shop window or the corporate atrium. This feature of the modern city has also lent it a
paradoxical freedom where the increasing transparency of buildings and their functions has
coincided with the proliferation of surveillance devices and the increasing privatisation of public
space.

The street has provided a performance space for artists themselves, offering opportunities for self
invention, for surrender to chance encounter, for exploiting the full political potential of a direct
address to the crowd. It is also the arena where the collective will of the people resides and can
make itself visible; where revolution can take place.

The street both spotlights and obscures the conditions of modernity. It provides the stage for a series
of conscious and unconscious performances and spectacles that revolve around a complex set of
social relations. The visibility that the street has afforded to a public statement of class, gender,
identity and power is, as we shall see, a central aspect of " Faces in the Crowd."

The urban interiors that predominate in the works in this exhibition tend to be spaces of public
entertainment such as the café, the theatre, the shop and more recently, in a striking return of the
salon, the gallery. Although factories and office blocks are an inextricable part of the urban fabric
duly pictured in many twentieth-century paintings and photographs, the workspaces within them are
far less prevalent (with the exception of the artist's studio itself). Office, factory or sweatshop
interiors are rarely pictured, and neither are sites of political power - seats of government, law
courts, prisons. When they do appear, it is often within an overtly revolutionary mode or in
straightforward documentary captured through the medium of the lens. Documented in photography
and film, and often providing the backdrop for cinematic narratives, these kinds of interiors are less
visible in modernist painting. The public spaces that do feature in late Impressionism and
throughout the twentieth century - the streets, cafés, bars, theatres, shopping arcades and galleries -
point, as T.J. Clark has argued, to the identification of life as "a matter of consumption as opposed



to 'industry'."3

Certainly there are issues of access - the spaces of leisure that became increasingly democratised at
the beginning of the twentieth century were easily entered by the artist, who could observe his
fellow citizens with anonymity: figures enraptured by spectacle or self-consciously presented for
public display. In the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries a wider cross section of the
public was made visible; not only different classes but also men and women occupied the same
social space, to look and be looked at.

Relaxation and visual pleasure combined to create a libidinous zone, a stage-set for desire. And the
café concert or theatre offered plenty of visual devices such as mirrors, spotlights and stages to
transform spectator into spectacle, ready for transposition onto the "mirror" of the canvas. What is
specific to the period covered by this exhibition - roughly from the 1870s to 2004 - is the interplay
of such visibilities and disappearances in public and private space that have in turn affected
subjectivity and its representations.

Towards the latter part of the twentieth century a third kind of space comes to dominate the city.
The metropolis becomes infiltrated by the media, its portals dramatically expanding beyond mass-
circulation print to the billboard, the screen and telecommunications. Witht his proliferation has
come the epic magnification, fragmentation and repetition of the human figure - and perhaps most
signally, the face - as commodity. The same face can be seen on a monumental scale floating above
a building or highway, or miniaturised on the domestic television screen, in Tokyo or Los Angeles,
Johannesburg or Stockholm. Not only has figuration shifted irrevocably from painting to
photography, but the icons of politics, religion and idealised beauty that had been banished by the
early avant-gardes from the space of the canvas simply re-emerged through the mass media. The
surface of the city has become inscribed with the visual culture of consumption. Billboards and
moving screens picturing giant bodyscapes, glistening machines and exotic destinations rupture
urban space with the simulated topographies of desire.

As early as 1937, Fernand Léger comments: "What kind of representational art, may I ask, would
you impose upon the masses, to compete with the daily allurements of the movies, the radio, large-
scale photography and advertising? How enter into competition with the tremendous resources of
modern mechanics, which provide an art popularised to a very high degree?... In this domain, where
it is a question of manifesting life's intensity under all its aspects, there are some wholly new
possibilities - scenic, musical, in the way of colour, movement, light and chant - that have not as yet
been grouped and orchestrated to their fullest extent."4

Seizing on the communicative power of reprographic media, artists have also used them as critical
tools to disinter or exploit their effects of spectacularisation and dislocation from the everyday.
"Faces in the Crowd" proposes that implicit within figurative modernist and contemporary practice
is the relation between the individual and society as it has been framed by the city. To explore the
changing status of the individual is to examine conceptions of both the artist and his or her subject.

At the historical moment at which this exhibition takes up the story of "the painter of modern life,"
the artist occupies the role of impartial observer, or fldneur. These attitudes required the freedom to
enter and be accepted among different social milieux and yet to be removed from them. They
presupposed a certain licence or impunity that society accords to artists. Once the sole province of
men, this role as a kind of detached anthropologist has continued to offer artists of both sexes a
methodology dramatically facilitated by the camera in picturing modernity. However, where Degas,



Sickert or Lautrec sketch a fragment of a tableau, framed by café or theatre, and Sander or Keila
index the social through formal portraits of strangers, contemporaries such as Acconci or Calle
conceal their cameras, select passers-by on the street and follow them like detectives, secretly
joining them on a "psychogeographical" map of the city.

The advent of avant-garde movements defined by aesthetic strategy and ideology, whereby
individuals become associated with a fraternity or collective and find expression through the
manifesto, also marks the ascendance of the modern artist as critic - of the past, of society, of art
itself. "We must shake the gates of life, test the bolts and hinges... Come on! Set fire to the library
shelves! Turn aside the canals to flood the museums!... Take up your pickaxes, your axes and
hammers and wreck, wreck the venerable cities, pitilessly!"S Yet in parallel with the dream of
harnessing art and politics is an equally powerful drive towards the assertion of the complete
autonomy of art and its removal from bourgeois values and the banalities of mass culture. A tension
emerges in relation to the identity of the artist, an identity that came to emblematise a liberal ideal
of the individual as an autonomous, self-determined entity. This distinctive role of creator came into
contradistinction with the revolutionary ideal of collective action in which individual autonomy or
value became subordinate to the whole.

In parallel with the emergence of the European avant-gardes in the 1910s and 1920s, the question of
subjectivity became in a sense morally equivalent with the utopian ideals of collective action,
through the impact of Freud and Jung on artistic practice. The stripping away of conventions
imposed by society through the procedures of psychoanalysis in order to arrive at a fundamental
truth or origin proposed a revolutionary creed for the individual. The naked self portrait or "warts
and all" depiction of the artist's milieu could be regarded as an equally uncompromising anti-
bourgeois strategy.

The city itself makes its impact on the individual psyche, as Georg Simmel comments in his
seminal text, "The Metropolis and Mental Life": "The individual has become a mere cog in an
enormous organization of things and powers which tear from his hands all progress, spirituality and
value in order to transform them from their subjective farm into the farm of a purely objective life
[...] The metropolis is the genuine arena of this culture which outgrows all personal life. Here in
buildings and educational institutions, in the wonders and comforts of space-conquering technology,
in the formations of community life, and in the visible institutions of the state, is offered such an
overwhelming fullness of crystallised and impersonalised spirit that the personality, so to speak,
cannot maintain itself under its impact. On the one hand, life is made infinitely easy for the
personality in that stimulations, interests, uses of time and consciousness are offered to it from all
sides. They carry the person as if in a stream, and one needs hardly to swim for oneself. On the
other hand, however, life is composed more and more of these impersonal contents and offerings
which tend to displace the genuine personal colorations and incomparabilities. This results in the
individual's summoning the utmost in uniqueness and particularisation, in order to preserve his most
personal core."¢

"Faces in the Crowd" includes works that speak of the alienation, sense of impotence and loss of
identity that can result from the indifference of the crowd and the relentless flux and degraded
environments of the modern city. These moments of turning inwards, of existential crisis, have
emerged through representations of the single figure - remote, self-absorbed, resistant, proposing a
tortured but irreducible presence. Describing the work of Giacometti, his contemporary the writer
Francis Ponge reflects: "Man - and man alone - reduced to a thread - in the dilapidation and misery



of the world - who searches for himself - starting from nothing. Exhausted, thin, emaciated, naked.
Aimlessly wandering in the crowd. Man anxious about man, in terror of man. Asserting himself one
last time in a hieratic attitude of supreme elegance."”

The psychic impact of modernity is yet more acute in the mass displacements that pogrom, war, de
colonisation or economic deprivation brought about in the twentieth century. These enforced
migrations have proved both life-threatening and liberating. For some, exile threatened a loss of
rights and status and relegation to second-class citizenship in a hostile and xenophobic society.
Others experienced the loss of a way of life preordained by tradition and class as an opportunity to
jettison the past and reinvent the self.

One has only to look at the post-war ascendance of New York over Paris as centre of the Western art
world to trace the impact of exiles on the cultural and intellectual life of the metropolis.
Furthermore, the increasing global mobility of artists and thinkers - through force of circumstance
or by virtue of art-world hegemonies - has generated a process of exchange and hybridisation, a
cross-pollination that has engendered multiple modernisms. The cosmopolitanism of the metropolis
has also impacted on notions of individual identity, made all the more acute by those who are
indigenous to a particular urban society yet invisible by virtue of class, ethnicity or gender. "Faces
in the Crowd" addresses how the struggle to gain visibility - or to dismantle oppressive modes of
representation - has also impacted on notions of the individual and society. The fight for civil rights
throughout the century, by women, the gay community and ethnic minorities, in turn led to an
assault on the Western canon, whereby the notion of a universal perspective being embodied by the
white Western male has been steadily dismantled and opposed. The status of the artist as unique
originator, as genius, had already been challenged with the advent of the ready-made. The
correlation of genius with the attributes of masculinity was another assumption unpacked by the
women's movement. In its insistence on difference and on the importance of identity itself in the
production of meaning, feminism generated a critique of modernism itself. In a review of post-war
feminist practice Griselda Pollock comments: "Feminism is thus claimed not so much as anti-
modernist as postmodernist, part of a complex field of diverse and critical practices which, abjuring
formalism and the claims for aesthetic autonomy typical of modernism, search for ways to index art
critically to the social, experiential and the everyday spectacle of modern consumer capital.”s

The insistence on the importance of the subjectivity of the artist and the exposure of the politics of
representations implicit in figuration became fused with the phenomenon of the artist's body
becoming both subject and object through the media of performance and its documentation through
video.

Identity itself became a kind of performance. The procedures of the marketplace and the exhibition
system combined with the circulation of images afforded by the media to offer the artist
opportunities for adopting polymorphous identities, transforming the notion of a singular "self" into
an entire range of persona. Some interrogate the role of the artist - as guerrilla, clown, actress,
shaman - or male genius (Valie Export, Bruce Nauman, Cindy Sherman, Joseph Beuys, Paul
McCarthy); some play with gender (Claude Cahun, Marcel Duchamp); others transform persona
into commodity or spectacle (Andy Warhol). The individual figure of the artist may appear as
transgressive, as abject or glamorous, at once hero and anti-hero.

This self-reflexive and ambivalent attitude towards representations of the figure are in marked
contrast to the traditional conventions of the nude and of the history painting that modernism sought
to erase.



However, many of the artists in "Faces in the Crowd" (Richard Hamilton, Chris Ofili, Stephan
Balkenhol, Thomas Schiitte) play with these conventions in order to replace the idealised nude,
reified figures of authority, or the monument, with images of the marginal, the repressed and the
everyday.

The presence of sculpture and installation in an exhibition examining the picturing of modern life
testifies to a transition for the spectator. His or her experience of looking at work has changed from
standing in front of the vertical picture plane and looking through it as through a window onto the
world, to finding themselves in the same phenomenal space as the work of art as object. As we shall
see, artists have increasingly incorporated the spectator as participant in the meaning of their work.

"Faces in the Crowd" maps the way in which perceptions and representations of society itself have
transformed, broadly speaking, from notions of "the crowd" as a homogeneous body, to a
heterogeneous one made up of individual subjectivities. For Charles Baudelaire the crowd
represented spectacle and flux. For "the painter of modern life," he writes: "The crowd is his
domain, just as the air is the bird's and water that of the fish. His passion and his profession is to
merge with the crowd. For the perfect idler, for the passionate observer, it becomes an immense
source of enjoyment to establish his dwelling in the throng, in the ebb and flow, the bustle, the
fleeting and the infinite. To be away from home and yet to feel at home anywhere ; to see the world,
to be at the very centre of the world and yet to be unseen by the world, such are some of the minor
pleasures of these independent, intense and impartial spirits, who do not lend themselves easily to
linguistic definitions. The observer is a prince enjoying his incognito wherever he goes."?

The incognito of the artist-flaneur came, of course, at a price. Dandyism depended on having access
to certain freedoms available primarily to males enjoying a private in came. It also emerged as part
of a greater freedom hard won through the democratisation that had convulsed northern Europe, and
most specifically Paris. The artificial illumination of the streets coincided with a newly visible
citizenry who began to assert their right to enter public space, to use their leisure time in the
enjoyment of its entertainments and spectacles. This new reality paralleled a burgeoning realism in
early modernist art. As Linda Nochlin has commented: "The Realists placed a positive value on the
depiction of the low, the humble and the commonplace, the socially dispossessed or marginal as
well as the more prosperous sections of contemporary life. They turned for inspiration to the
worker, the peasant, the laundress, the prostitute, to the middle class or working class café or bal, to
the prosaic realm of the cotton broker or the modiste, to their own or their friends foyers and
gardens, viewing them frankly and candidly in all their misery, familiarity or banality."10

Far Baudelaire and artists throughout the twentieth century, the parade of sheer diversity afforded
by the city provided a source of fascination and innovation; the ever-changing tableaux of strangers
whom they witnessed on the boulevards, in cafés and department stores, offered a spontaneous
encounter with difference - the shock of the new.

Many of the late nineteenth- and early twentieth-century paintings in "Faces in the Crowd" situate
us as spectators, looking at crowds who are themselves spectators. The strollers, theatre audiences
and café habitués are painted as indistinct, undifferentiated but unified, first through an urban
environment; and secondly by spectacle, be it boxing match, theatre performance or work of art.
The painter's depiction of a crowd may be schematic; it may even consciously mask individuals (as
in Manet's Le Bal masqué a I'Opéra [Masked Ball at the Opera, 1873] or James Ensor's La Mort et
les Masques [Death and the Masks] of 1897 and 1927). This anonymity reveals the crowd to be a
source of both exhilaration and anxiety.



Commenting on the scenes of leisure and entertainment featured in late Impressionism Meyer
Shapiro writes: "As the contexts of bourgeois sociability shifted from community, family and
church to commercialised or privately improvised forms - the streets, the cafés and resorts - the
resulting consciousness of individual freedom involved more and more an estrangement from older
ties; and those imaginative members of the middle class who accepted the norms of freedom, but
lacked the economic means to attain them, were spiritually torn by a sense of helpless isolation in
an anonymous indifferent mass."!!

By contrast Baudelaire exults in the places where: "good men and bad turn their thoughts to
pleasure, and each hurries to his favorite haunt to drink the cup of oblivion. M.G. will be the last to
leave any place where the departing glories of daylight linger, where poetry echoes, life pulsates,
music sounds; any place where a human passion offers a subject to his eye where natural man and
conventional man reveal themselves in strange beauty, where the rays of the dying sun play on the
fleeting pleasure of the 'depraved animal'."12

This tension between the exhilaration of a disengaged immersion in the crowd, and the anxiety and
alienation produced by a consciousness of the crowd's indifference, are key motifs narrated and
dramatised within these urban mise-en-scenes.

If late Impressionism tended to posit the crowd as defined by its consumption of spectacle and
entertainment, later avant-gardes were to regard it as a militant and stygian force that would cleanse
modern society of its historical shackles: the crowd as an instrument of radical ideological change.
In the works of artists such as Alexandr Rodchenko and John Heartfield, photography, collage and
graphics are used to symbolise the crowd variously as a river (unstoppable force of nature), a fist
(social body as weapon) and a flag (the crowd as symbol of freedom). Aesthetic manifestos doubled
as rallying cries for rebellion: "Dadaism demands: 1. The international revolutionary union of all
creative and intellectual men and women on the basis of radical Communism... The immediate
expropriation of property (socialisation) and the communal feeding of all; further the erection of
cities of light, and gardens which will belong to society as a whole and prepare man for a state of
freedom."13

We need not reiterate how trench warfare, the spectre of the Nuremberg rallies, the vast
choreographed parades of Communist might and ultimately, the procedures of genocide, impacted
on such aesthetic projections. The brutal abuse of collective will that erupted in world war and the
further perversions that continue to reverberate through political systems around the world, have
made the aspiration to unite radical art with the politics of revolution appear untenably utopian.
Indeed in post-war Europe, behind the so-called "Iron Curtain," the remnants of a collective
vanguard were converted into the conservatism of a state-sanctioned Socialist Realism.

The mass exodus of avant-garde artists to America after World War II coincided with another
emergent conception of the crowd. As mass production enabled the widespread circulation of goods
and images, so "the crowd" became synonymous with a popular culture defined by "the lowest
common denominator." A seismic shift takes place whereby the connection between the avant-garde
and "the people" is redefined as an opposition, most famously in Clement Greenberg's essay of
1939, Avant-Garde and Kitsch: "Kitsch is a product of the industrial revolution which urbanized the
masses of Western Europe and America and established what is called universal literacy. The
peasants who settled in the cities as proletariat and petty bourgeois learned to read and write for the
sake of efficiency, but they did not win the leisure and comfort necessary for the enjoyment of the
city's traditional culture. Losing nevertheless, their taste for the folk culture whose background was



the countryside, and discovering a new capacity for boredom at the same time, the new urban
masses set up a pressure on society to provide them with a kind of culture fit for their own
consumption. To fill the demand of the new market a new commodity was devised: ersatz culture,
kitsch, destined for those who, insensible to the values of genuine culture, are hungry nevertheless
for the diversion that only culture of some sort can provide."14

Greenberg's causal link between mass production and mindless mass consumption was to be
overturned by the Pop Art movement. In his magazine text "For the Finest Art, Try Pop" of 1961
Richard Hamilton writes: "Pop-Fine-Art is a profession of approbation of mass culture, therefore
also anti-artistic. It is positive Dada, creative where Dada was destructive. Perhaps it is Mama - a
cross-fertilization of Futurism and Dada which upholds a respect for the culture of the masses and a
conviction that the artist in twentieth-century urban life is inevitably a consumer of mass culture
and potentially a contributor to it."15

This idea of the "culture of the masses" starts to break down in the post-war period with artists such
as Beuys and indeed Warhol both in their own ways proposing that the public can also become the
artist. In Beuys' words: "This most modern art discipline - Social Sculpture/Social Architecture -
will only reach fruition when every living person becomes a creator, a sculptor, or architect of the
social organism... Only a conception of art revolutionised to this degree can turn into a politically
productive force, coursing through each person, and shaping history."16

Through his screen tests, parties and home movies Warhol conferred a less epic conception of
individual creativity on the crowds that gathered around him, proposing to each just fifteen minutes
of fame.

Through an emphasis on a phenomenological experience of the artwork as object, through artistic
actions and social collaborations, and as a result of theoretical discourse on meaning as contingent
on the reader/viewer of a work, the conception of "the crowd," "society" or "the masses" at the turn
of the twenty-first century has radically altered. An audience is recognised as a group of individuals
whose subjectivity, history, memory will produce a unique reading of the work of art. Groups of
individuals may be pictured together reconstituted into a community by virtue of their participation
in a cultural moment (Andreas Gursky). The dynamic of the individual and society may be played
out by a work of art that demands the active participation and group collaboration of the viewer
(Joan Jonas, Elin Wikstrom) transformed from passive/disenfranchised spectator to active/
communal agent.

"Seeing is a decisive act and ultimately places the maker and viewer on the same level."17

The direct gaze of the barmaid in Manet's Bar au Folies-Bergere (Bar at the Folies-Bergere,
1881-82) echoed a century later in Jeff Wall's Picture for Women (1979), precipitated a tradition of
realism that has engaged in the time and space of the viewer, literally and metaphorically. Le Bal
masqué a ['Opéra (Masked Ball at the Opera, 1873) includes Manet himself. The artist takes his
place alongside his subjects and among the audience, in a paradigmatic depiction of the self-
consciousness in the act of viewing that has typified modernism. As changing conceptions of
modern subjectivity have led artists to assume in turn the role of anthropologist, witness, cultural
worker, agent, collaborator and sampler, so too their work has encompassed the physical, mental
and social space of their viewers, transforming them from spectators to participants, from
consumers to accomplices and producers. "Faces in the Crowd" does not attempt to be a
comprehensive or exhaustive survey of modern figuration. It does, however, propose one version of
the project of picturing modern life that hinges on changing representations of the individual,



society and the act of spectatorship.
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