From: Faces in the Crowd. Picturing Modern Life from Manet to Today, curated by 1. Blazwick, C.
Christov-Bakargiev, exhibition catalog (Londra, Whitechapel Gallery, 3 December 2004 - 6 March
2005; Rivoli-Torino, Castello di Rivoli Museo d’Arte Contemporanea, 6 April - 10 July 2005),
Skira, Milano 2004, pp. 34-36.

We Will Sing of Great Crowds

Ester Coen

"We sing as we work"!: a simple proposition that would seem free of solemnity were it not for the
fact that it was uttered by an artist who was radical in his intentions and who, along with his fellow-
Futurists, contributed to the writing of the first chapter in the history of modernism. Umberto
Boccioni's resolutely declared intention, matched in its decisiveness by the theoretical assertions
made by all the other members of the group, clearly suggests a new dimension of collective action,
a great sense of ideological belonging and the abolition of individual will in the name of a common
goal. This was a completely different way of thinking about the function of the artist, the result of a
desire to invent new parameters in the wake of the countless experiences and studies of the
foregoing era. A change of vision, a transformation of the classical models of representation, as well
as different techniques, had shifted the gaze of both artist and spectator in a direction that would
generate an explosive change in the early years of the twentieth century. The gaze was no longer
directed at the external world, delimiting the frame into which the field of observation was to be
steered and guided, compressing and freezing the object of representation into an isolated fragment.
Instead, a subjective gaze upon reality was proposed, expanding sensations in a paroxysmal
resonance with the outside world, breaking through the very physical barrier of the work. Orienting
the eye by extending points of view along a direct trajectory was the way found by the Futurists to
reassemble the fragments of a vibrant world whose rules and principles had been shattered, strewn
among the endless streams of proliferating consciousness. It is the perception of energy, erupting
within the very being of the subject that, like an uninterrupted tremor, resonates in the outside
world, in tum absorbing the flux of everything in the universe.

History had advanced at an astonishing rate, and the new politics produced a modern phenomenon,
a phenomenon unfamiliar in that very contemporary form: the impression of a great number,
proceeding and advancing. It is the idea of an amorphous, looming, anonymous mass, in which
individuals are erased and literally lost. But for Boccioni and the Futurists, that crowd retains the
identity of a socially homogeneous whole; at first it is a crowd made up of workers, lowly people,
individuals still caught up in a highly romantic and sentimental tension, united by a single,
enormous ideal in the titanic struggle against blind and tyrannical progress. This is the theme of the
work that Boccioni imagines as a big fresco of contemporary life, a triptych suspended in a
symbolic narrative consisting of three moments, three paradigmatic passages that give a rhythm to
that lowly, natural reality towards which he is still driven by an immediate, almost empathetic
impulse. First of all in his early works there was Milan and its outskirts: the fascination of those
images bound up with the dimension of a compelling desire for social justice, and the loss of an
ancient, mythic scale. The emphasis is still naturalistic, almost a stylistic rhetoric in which
Divisionism, enhanced by the glitter of vivid chromaticism, abandons the precepts of Pellizza da



Volpedo's "fourth estate," losing itself once more in the temptation of painting, of atmospheres that
soften and fade in tone. The eye follows the trajectory of a path that ventures inside the
representation, captured and held in a detail that grows into a subject; the depiction imposes itself
on the idea, isolating the scene in all its physicality. But it is a physicality that loses bodily
sensitivity, just as the world around is dematerialised, its certainties threatened.

How, then, is one to get away from the classic subject, the great tradition? How is one to translate
into the language of painting the endlessly diverse complexity of modern life, the spirit of vital
motion that resonates within the very consciousness of twentieth-century man? Boccioni almost
intuitively anticipates this: "One may always end up rather sceptical about all the mental
constructions of the philosophers, but nonetheless when I think of the man who takes as his starting-
point, his premise, a few initial elements that are his inner light, his intuition, and with a delirious
pride, an iron law that instils terror, attempts to build around them a system, a world, even if the
outcome of that work is fatally destined to be exhausted over time, I admire him, I always admire
him.”

This is something that had been anticipated in various different ways by artists, and before them by
novelists, men of letters, philosophers, scientists in their analyses, and also by critics, by attentive
reviewers of the corrosion and progressive deterioration of theoretical principles and the intrinsic
value of human teachings. And in the awareness of his uniqueness, the individual discovers
different and more complex social structures, attempts to emerge from that vague tide of impulses
that psychology, by now a science, assigns to the sphere of the unconscious; he still resists being
carried away and obliterated by the undifferentiated human mass moving in the streets of the great
capitals. It is a mass understood as a metaphor for vagueness, images of continual variation, an open
door onto the depths of the unknown. The new tentacular cities become the ultimate source of
apocalyptic visions, the burial place of ancient worlds in which only a melancholy hymn of
nostalgia can act as a counterpoint to that feeling that has been lost forever, bringing its memory
back to life. Or it is a desperate attempt to represent that world and that loss through images of
denunciation, a many-faceted mirror of infinite suffering. These are James Ensor's rebel angels, or
his "masticated passers-by," at once actors and spectators in the disastrous condition of a society in
a state of decadence, wallowing in the basest vices of a carnality of soft, quick brushstrokes, staging
a kind of danse macabre in which faces and limbs intertwine in a teeming tangle of marks. Not so
the faces of Edvard Munch, which are seen rather as grotesque masks atop bodies that are
anonymous, shapeless, distorted by the echoes of the sound-waves of a place which, through the
exasperated tones of its colours, intensifies the keen perception of anguish and grief.

Straddling two great centuries, witnesses to spectacular changes and developments, the motifs most
frequently evoked in this cultural landscape reflect the disintegration of consciousness at the hands
of the multitude and its opposite. But in every sense, opposition to reality or involvement in it are
both expressions of spectacular renunciations or, alternatively, resolute attempts to take possession
of experience, to grasp its deepest meaning. The investigation itself is placed in the foreground,
whether it be in the sliding of the gaze over external objects, or in its penetration inside the various
layers of reality.

Clearly and abruptly there will be an interruption of narrative flow (which will assume a different
pace and rhythm in the pages of James Joyce or Marcel Proust), of continuous flux, while the
mounting insurrections in the streets of Paris are witnessed with emotional involvement by Emile
Zola, while the anonymous man in the crowd is tailed with chilling and macabre interest by Edgar



Allan Poe, or the solitary fldneur makes his appearance in the human tide of the metropolis, spied
upon and surveyed by a great eye. According to Charles Baudelaire: "For the passionate spectator, it
is an immense joy to set up house in the heart of the multitude, amid the ebb and flow of movement,
in the midst of the fugitive and the infinite... The spectator is a prince who everywhere rejoices in
his incognito... Thus the lover of universal life enters into the crowd as though it were an immense
reservoir of electrical energy. Or we might liken him to a mirror as vast as the crowd itself; or to a
kaleidoscope gifted with consciousness, responding to each one of its movements and reproducing
the multiplicity of life and the flickering grace of all the elements of life. He is an 'I' with an
insatiable appetite for the 'non-I', at every instant rendering and explaining it in pictures more living
than life itself, which is always unstable and fugitive."2

Difference is measured according to the absolute impossibility of amalgamating entities so separate
and remote from one another. It is a mirror that captures and returns images on the point of
dissolution, with a fleetingness not unlike the evanescence of the sensations that the Impressionist
painters tried to capture with such extraordinary elegance on the slender weft of their canvases. But
in the rapid halting of the narrative process, strongly marked by modernist investigations, we can
read one of the most obvious signs of the shifting eye in relation to the reader or the spectator
external to the scene. It is no longer the transitory glance of the poet, but neither is it the insensitive
coldness of a machine recording data and phenomena strictly connected to the delicate epidermis of
things, playing on ambiguous junctures of spaces and intervals. It is not necessarily depth of field
that indicates an intensification of the gaze; an asymmetry is produced in the disparity of the
degrees of knowledge that pass between looking and seeing.

And the artist's visionary eye counters the impersonal perspective of a sliding, creeping vision with
an analytic incursion into the territories of the invisible. It is no longer the representation of number
and quantity, in which vagueness merges sentiments and mixes them into a single shapeless mass,
even one modelled on the passion of a political feeling, but the image of a single individual
emerging blinded and dazzled by a light that breaks down his own facial features. Still using
traditional and classical means of painting - colours, lines, trajectories - at the beginning of the
century, the artist pits himself, with widened eye and widened consciousness, against spheres that
go far beyond the confines of visible reality.

Formal disintegration and a splintering of vision move symmetrically with the fragmentation of the
sense of unity that has been severely put to the test by developments within the exact sciences and
the field of philosophy. How is one to record that mobility, that sequence of impressions, that
teeming of living organisms, atomised by the very substances that constitute the matter of the
universe? And how, at the same time, is one to avoid losing one's grip on what still remains of a
humanity reduced to fragments, shattered, its identity destroyed?

"A time will come when painting will no longer be enough. Its immobility will be an archaism
within the vertiginous movement of human light. Man's eye will perceive colours as feelings in
themselves. The proliferating colours will not need shapes in order to be understood, and pictorial
works will be whirling musical compositions of enormous coloured gases, which will move on the
stage of a free horizon and electrify the complex soul of a crowd that we cannot yet conceive of." In
this way Boccioni, with a surprising degree of foresight, and in a unique and fascinating prediction
of the fashions, developments and changes in visual forms, prefigured the scenario of his painting
of states of mind. But before he depicted the crowd around the departing train, clutching each other
in their last farewell embrace, a crowd absorbed in the gesture encompassing the meaning of all the
emotion that melts in the flowing trails of dense colours, the artist depicts a threatening and



disturbing face, the face of the modern idol: Idolo Moderno (Modern Idol, 1911). It is a feminine
face, spectral, fragmented and split into its primary chromatic components; it is the apparition of a
phantom of modernity that, making contact with the rays of light refracted along of the lines of
force emanating from it, violently erupts. The last convulsive grip, the last physical contact that
ignites in the painter's eye, before he joins in with the choral, hopeful call of the Manifesto: "We
will sing of great crowds, excited by work, by pleasure, and by riot; we will sing of the
multicoloured, polyphonic tides of revolution in the modern capitals."

I Quotes by U. Boccioni are taken from Pittura e scultura futuriste, Edizioni di Poesia, Milan 1914, and from a letter to
Nino Barbantini of May 1911, now in: G/i scritti editi e inediti, edited by Z. Birolli, Feltrinelli, Milan 1971.

2 C. Baudelaire, quoted in: The Painter of Modern Life and other Essays, translated by Jonathan Mayne, Phaidon Press,
London, 1964.



