Re-creation according to Franciscus  

Jan Baptist Bedaux

The most recent painting by the artist F. Franciscus dates from March 2003, measures 130 x 160 cm, and bears the title Decoronation, an allegory on violence (after Baburen) (p. …). In both form and meaning it is an ambitious work. It depicts two Moroccan youths mugging a slender transvestite. One of the youths, dressed in a light-grey tracksuit, sports a white headband advertising his gang membership. With his knife he is slicing the handles of the Louis Vuitton bag of his victim, who is about to feel the force of the iron knuckle-duster in his waylayer’s raised right hand. The other Moroccan is stripping the blond wig from the petrified transvestite’s head with one hand, and ripping off his bead necklace with its glitzy gold cross with the other. Scattered around the ground are some condoms and a packet of cigarettes that has fallen out of the bag. The violent scene is set on a drab factory site. Between the factory buildings, the silhouette of a large city stands out against a pink glow in the distance.

The incident has an air of documentary realism about it. But we know that this seeming slice of life was in fact an invention of the artist, who has given his work a title that compels us to read the scene at the level of allegory. It is a symbolic image of a generalised violence that seems to plague our society today more than ever before. To interpret it narrowly as depicting a specific form of violence – a negative consequence of the multicultural society, in which puritanical views of sexuality within Muslim culture clash with Western ideas – would misrepresent the artist’s intentions as reflected in the title. In any case, this iconographical analysis cannot do justice to the artistic meaning of this work of art.

Franciscus’s title also contains a reference to Dirck van Baburen, a Caravaggist painter from Utrecht, who was active in Utrecht in the first quarter of the seventeenth century. The artist has taken as his point of departure Van Baburen’s Christ crowned with thorns (p….)(Catharijneconvent, Utrecht). Decoronation could best be described, perhaps, as a re-creation of Van Baburen’s impressive scene of the Passion. The figure of Van Baburen’s submissive Christ crowned with thorns has been transformed into a transvestite whose wig is being torn off, while the two soldiers who press the crown of thorns onto Christ’s head have become two young Moroccan thugs. The white headscarf of one of the soldiers, worn to prevent the helmet causing abrasions to the skin, has become the emblem of a fictitious gang. Franciscus’s painting exhibits substantive as well as formal similarities with that of Baburen. Even so, Decoronation is a wholly contemporary and autonomous creation.

Re-creating works of art from the past, in particular the paintings from the European tradition of the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries that Franciscus regards so highly, is a leitmotif in his work that derives its meaning in part from the tension he contrives to generate between his admired example and his own creation. A viewer who is unaware of Franciscus’s visual stock-in-trade will miss much of the meaning of his art.    

Imitation

Borrowing from other artists’ work, like imitating nature, was for a long time standard and universal in the European tradition of painting, although the practice was always subject to certain rules. The same applied to poetry. The aim was not slavish reproduction but free variation, working in the spirit of an admired author. The Roman writer Seneca aptly likened the poet to a bee that transforms nectar gathered from many flowers into its own pure honey. This metaphor was also considered relevant to painting, as is clear from the didactic poem by the painter and theorist Karel van Mander (1604), which urges aspiring painters to emulate prints by Albrecht Dürer and Lucas van Leyden. ‘You young artists’, he writes, ‘must, like bees, suck the oozing nectar and sweet honey from these roses, turning them to uncommon use’. In another part of his poem he exhorts the young painter to ‘Steal avariciously arms, legs, torsos, hands and feet. There is no injunction against this; those who wish to do so must play the role of Rapiamus: cooked windfalls make good jam’.
 Rapiamus was the personification of greed, while ‘cooked windfalls’ alluded to the gathering process.

Celebrated artists such as Rembrandt and Rubens continued throughout their lives to borrow from the work of others, sometimes taking a single figure or an element of a composition, sometimes several figures, and occasionally copying an entire work. At the same time, they saw it as a challenge to compete with the painters they admired. Both Rembrandt and Rubens deliberately pitted their skill against that of the celebrated sixteenth-century Italian painter Titian, and not without success. In his own art of poetry, Joost van den Vondel strove to surpass the Roman writer Virgil. Vondel left his readers in no doubt that the figures and circumstances in his play Gysbrecht van Aemstel derived from Virgil’s Aeneid: he explicitly alluded to the parallels in the opening lines. He sought to justify his existence as a poet through imitation, in the shadow of his great example. Vondel deviated from Virgil’s story in two key respects. In the first place, he translated the narrative into the language and context of the Netherlands,
 setting the action in Amsterdam instead of Troy. A second crucial difference is that Vondel surpassed the pagan story by moving it to Christmas Eve, transforming the virtuous Aeneas into the devout Christian Gysbrecht. In a word, Vondel Christianised his example, thus elevating it, according to the beliefs of his day, to a higher moral plane. Similarly, visual artists based their depictions of biblical characters and saints on images from classical antiquity: Titian transformed the figure of the ‘Dying Gaul’, a Roman statue that is now housed in the Archaeological Museum in Venice, into the protagonist of his altarpiece The Martyrdom of St Laurence, in the Church of the Jesuits in the same city.

In the course of the seventeenth century, art theorists tended to restrict the practice of emulation, placing more emphasis on the artist’s originality and invention. Conspicuous borrowing was no longer permissible: in the words of the painter and biographer Arnold Houbraken, ‘[If] the stolen elements are mixed and kneaded, stewed in the mind as in a pot, prepared with the sauce of genius and then dished up, they will be tasty’.
 By 1707, the painter and art theorist Gerard de Lairesse was even describing the practice of borrowing, in his Groot Schilderboeck, as a ‘folly’ and a ‘pernicious custom’. The increasing insistence on originality presaged the later Romantic ideal of the creative genius, which must be wholly independent. The emphasis on the intrinsic value of permanent renewal and pioneering that is so intimately bound up with modernism is part of the heritage of this body of thought. By way of reaction, we see a growing number of artists, from the 1980s onward, who unreservedly draw on tradition, appropriate it, and refashion it, not just for its stock of figurative images, but also – and this is particularly applicable to Franciscus – because it constitutes in many ways a near-inexhaustible source of inspiration. In this sense, Franciscus should be classified as an exponent of what has been dubbed ‘appropriation art’.

Type, mode, and genre

Franciscus appropriates Baburen’s image essentially in the same way that Vondel uses the Aeneid. Franciscus too moulds his example by transforming the historical figures into personifications of violence and suffering that are immediately recognisable and therefore appeal to us. It is a method of which he makes frequent use. Another evocative example is the painting Doubt (p….) from 2000, in which a boy exhibits his new navel piercing – the surrounding skin is still slightly irritated – to some flabbergasted friends, who had evidently refused to believe that he had really had it done. It is a free variation on Caravaggio’s Doubting Thomas (p….) in the Neues Palais, Potsdam. Thomas was not there when Christ first appeared to his disciples after his death and showed them his wounds. When he was later told about it, he refused to believe it until he had seen Christ’s stigmata for himself and touched the wound in his side. When Christ reappeared, this time in Thomas’s presence, he said to the doubting disciple, ‘Reach hither thy finger, and behold my hands, and reach hither thy hand, and thrust it into my side’ (John 20:27). This was a popular theme in Christian art from the thirteenth century onward. In Caravaggio’s painting we see Christ guiding Thomas’s index finger to the wound in his side, while two other disciples watch in astonishment. 

The manner in which Franciscus re-created his theme can be clarified with the aid of the concept of ‘type’ as discussed, for instance, in Johan van Bergen’s book Voorstelling en betekenis (1986). In the past, a type was used to describe a pre-iconographic figure that was so closely connected to an iconographic meaning or theme that it traditionally came to epitomise it. A type was hence initially characterised as a motif whose meaning is determined by a literary or other cultural convention. Caravaggio’s Doubting Thomas is a good example. But some authors criticised the narrowness of this definition, arguing that a fixed meaning of an image was not so much a type but an iconographic formula. Today, type is generally construed as a formal quality that gives a figure an orientation beyond the iconographical meaning implicit in formula and convention. This wider definition of the term is important, as many works of art resist an identifying interpretation. By way of example: the meaning of Titian’s famous painting The Rape of Europe, now in the Isabella Stewart Gardner Museum, Boston, cannot simply be reduced to the theme derived from Ovid’s Metamorphoses. It has been demonstrated that Titian’s point of departure was an ekphrasis, a literary description of an antique work with the same theme, by Tatius Alexandrinus. Tatius’s exquisite description of this work from classical antiquity prompted Titian to re-create the lost work and to try to equal it. Titian’s painting should therefore also be interpreted in the context of the old debate on whether painting or poetry was the most important art. Thus, Titian competed as a painter with the poet Tatius. In addition, the image of Europe and the bull refers to the mythical origins of the visual arts in the contest between Pallas Athena and Arachne, also described in the Metamorphoses, in which Arachne weaves a cloth depicting Europe and the bull which surpasses Pallas’s own weaving skills, prompting the envious goddess to turn Arachne into a spider. Clearly, Ovid’s tale of Europe and the bull plays a limited role in the genesis of a complex pictorial meaning. The artistic significance of Titian’s emotionally charged painting transcends an interpretation of mere identification, which is incapable of conveying the process whereby the image acquires its pictorial meaning.

The same applies to the two works that have been mentioned by Franciscus, whose meaning cannot be confined to an identifying iconographic interpretation – in other words, to two Moroccan men beating up a transvestite as symbolising violence, and the doubt and astonishment expressed about a young man’s navel piercing. The meaning arises primarily when we place the works in the tradition of the art of painting. It is this context that reveals the full extent of the game that the artist plays, in shifting the genre and the meaning of iconographical elements, and in his use of mode. The concept ‘mode’ is a particularly helpful one. Mode refers to a phenomenon whereby an image derives substantive or formal elements from an older or alien, non-European tradition. It can be illustrated on the basis of Manet’s Déjeuner sur l’herbe (1863) in the Musée d’Orsay, Paris, which provoked a scandal when first exhibited to the public. Manet elevates the modern, non-artistic subject of a picnic to an artistic theme by integrating it into a type of representation derived from Marc Antonio Raimondi’s engraving after Raphael’s Judgment of Paris. Similarly, Franciscus elevates the everyday event of showing friends a piercing to a ‘worthy’ artistic theme, not without humour, by integrating it into a type of image that is derived from Doubting Thomas by the Italian painter Caravaggio. At the same time, there is a complete shift of genre. In determining the type of an image, or the motif represented by a figure in that image, we base ourselves on the genre to which the work of art belongs. We need to know whether a particular work belongs to the genre of altarpieces, or if it comes from a repertoire such as those of classical or biblical mythology, or allegorical compositions, before we can assign any meaning to it at all. For this reason, Ernst Gombrich describes genre as ‘the dominant classifier’ of an image. This means that we can only assign meaning to Caravaggio’s painting once we have placed it within the context of the genre of biblical mythology. The viewer who is familiar with the meaning of this iconographical type, on being confronted with the scene with the piercing, notices the borrowing from an established type of image that creates a certain horizon of expectations, and is wrong-footed, as it were, as he seeks to identify the work’s genre. To put it more strongly, we cannot detach Doubt from the biblical meaning, even though it is perfectly obvious that we are dealing with a different genre, which excludes this meaning. This ambiguity, which is less pronounced in Decoronation, is part of the painting’s pictorial significance. For this reason the black figure in Doubt is almost absurdist, since within Christian iconography, which is ipso facto a white iconography, such figures are extremely rare. A similar contradiction is evoked when Franciscus combines compositions by Mondrian, which symbolise the white, Western art of painting, with Massai, as in his Visitors  (1992) (p…) and the poetic work Olubunmi  from the same year (p…), paintings that do not, it should be added, invoke an older tradition. The dark figure of Eve clad in a bathrobe in his Adam and Eve (2002) (p…), which is a free variation on a painting by the German artist Hans Baldung Grien on the same subject, clashes in the viewer’s mind with the traditional white Eve, just as Franciscus’s series of black madonnas (p…3x) clash with that whitest of all women, the Virgin Mary.

Franciscus merges the traditional type of the Madonna not just with black women, but also with an Asian woman (Wintermadonna, after Beccafumi, 2001) (p…), and a Muslim woman, who, like her son Jesus, who is making the sign of blessing, is dressed in a niqaab (Mother and child, 1994) (p…). So we should see this series of Madonnas as a conscious blending of cultures, which adds a political dimension to their meaning.

In an interview given in 1994, Franciscus said, ‘I am still growing tremendously. Still, the quality of the images is not yet consonant with my technique, which cannot always keep up’. Since then, this growth has continued unabated, culminating in his last work Decoronation, which is technically his most accomplished painting. But it is not Franciscus’s technique, with its almost refined clumsiness in his early work, that is his most compelling quality. Of course, there is no need for him to compete in technique with the painters from the past that he so greatly admires. The competition revolves around his powers of imagination, and here he rivals many of his illustrious predecessors.
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�  ‘Wel ghecoockte rapen is goe pottage’. ‘Rapen’ are turnips, but the word is also a verb, meaning ‘to gather’.


�  In Vondel’s words, it is ‘nae ’s Lants ghelegentheyt verduytscht’.


� ‘Het gestolen moet versmeed, verkneed, in het verstant als in een pot gestooft, en met de saus van ’t vernuft toebereid, en opgedist worden, zal het smakelyk wezen’.
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