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ABSTRACT 

With i n G i a c o m e t t i 1 s concepts of what a r t must do, 
h i s own a r t has reached an impasse. He defines a r t as a means 
to see b e t t e r and considers i t a method of research i n t o the 
nature of the e x t e r i o r world. When the t r u t h of t h i s nature 
has been discovered and t o t a l l y r e - c r e a t e d on canvas or i n 
s c u l p t u r e , only then i s h i s a r t complete. Instead of g r e a t e r 
knowledge, however, h i s v i s u a l researches have only y i e l d e d 
more u n c e r t a i n t y and mystery; and the q u a l i t i e s of the 
e x t e r i o r world have escaped him u n t i l he i s i n despair of ever 
reproducing them. He f i n d s himself i n the s i t u a t i o n , 
consequently, of t r y i n g to represent i n a r t t h a t which he has 
no knowledge of. I t i s the terms and m a n i f e s t a t i o n s of t h i s 
impasse that the present paper purports to d i s c u s s . 

As p r e f a t o r y background to the d i s c u s s i o n proper, I 
have proposed the contrasted images of the acrobat and the 
clown, a metaphorical framework suggested i n c r i t i c i s m of 
Samuel Beckett, who, i n l i t e r a t u r e , has reached an impasse 
comparable to Giacometti's i n a r t . The acrobat represents the 
a r t i s t who, l i k e Giacometti, despite an impasse pursues h i s 
impossible goal r e l e n t l e s s l y , glad of the most m i n i s c u l e 
achievement. The clown, on the other hand, accepts the f a i l u r e 
of h i s a r t and creates a new a r t whose basi s i s f a i l u r e . The 



clown ac t s as a f o i l to the acrobat. I note a l s o the c r i t i c s ' 
f a i l u r e t o consider Giacometti i n r e l a t i o n to h i s t r a d i t i o n , 
an unpardonable omission because the c r i s i s i n h i s a r t i s as 
w e l l an i n d i c a t i o n of a c r i s i s w i t h i n the t r a d i t i o n . 

When Giacometti defines a r t as a means to see b e t t e r , 
he r e f e r s to no simple p h y s i c a l a ct of reco r d i n g sensation. 
Seeing i s a h i g h l y c r i t i c a l procedure which s t r i p s v i s i o n of 
the v e i l of c u l t u r e which t r a d i t i o n has placed between the eye 
and the model, and f r e e s the mind of outmoded forms and 
conventions of perception which have become i r r e l e v a n t to the 
t o t a l experience and o r g a n i z a t i o n of the a r t i s t . Having 
performed t h i s o p e r a t i o n , the a r t i s t i s fre e to observe the 
true nature of the e x t e r i o r world and record i t s l i k e n e s s i n 
a r t . 

Giacometti's r i g i d l y c o n t r o l l e d .seeing, however, has 
not revealed the de s i r e d knowledge, but has i n s t e a d y i e l d e d 
the experience of the distance which f o r e v e r separates the 
a r t i s t from everything he wants to d e p i c t . Instead of being 
able to re - c r e a t e the human face and f i g u r e , Giacometti has 
only succeeded i n producing those s l i m , attenuated, emaciated 
f i g u r e s whose human c h a r a c t e r i s t i c s disappear as we approach 
them, and whose gaze s t a r e s emptily and impenetrably i n t o 
space, r e v e a l i n g nothing. His a r t has become a testimony to 
the common experience of contemporary thought: man's a l i e n a t i o n 
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and i s o l a t i o n . This i s b a s i c a l l y what denies the a r t i s t the 
int i m a t e rapport w i t h h i s model necessary i n order to re-create 
i t s l i k e n e s s . As contemporary science and philosophy have been 
l i m i t e d i n t h e i r researches by human f i n i t u d e , so has 
Giacometti's a r t . His minuscule b i t of knowledge i s but a 
speck on the i n f i n i t e s c ale of t h i n g s ; and p a r t i a l knowledge 
i s not t r u t h . 

F i n a l l y the awareness of human f i n i t u d e w i t h i n a r t i s 
trac e d through i t s development i n the nineteenth century. The 
d i f f i c u l t y of r e a l i z i n g on canvas what he saw i n nature became 
p a r t i c u l a r l y evident to Cezanne i n an age when, deprived of 
a l l r e l e v a n t e s t a b l i s h e d t r a d i t i o n s of a r t , he had to discover 
f o r himself a new a r t i s t i c language and imagery. Cezanne 
began to suspect the i m p o s s i b i l i t y of doing a r t which sought 
a f t e r t r u t h , but he s t i l l had reference to metaphysical 
concepts as to the nature of the e x t e r n a l world which made h i s 
success i n a r t at l e a s t conceivable. Giacometti i s deprived 
of such concepts and h i s contemporary s e n s i b i l i t y denies h i s 
ever achieving a basi s of c e r t a i n t y . A r t f o r him w i l l always 
be a t e n t a t i v e gesture i n the d i r e c t i o n of completion, but 
completion i s i n h e r e n t l y impossible. These are the terms of 
the impasse i n Giacometti's a r t . 
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INTRODUCTION 

Giacometti defines h i s a r t as a means of seeing b e t t e r . 
But h i s r e - c r e a t i o n on canvas or i n sculp t u r e of what he sees 
i s thwarted because he approaches h i s model w i t h a contemporary 
s e n s i b i l i t y which, by experiencing separation and a l i e n a t i o n 
as primary a t t r i b u t e s of man's being, denies the a r t i s t the 
intim a t e rapport w i t h h i s model necessary f o r him to see i t 
b e t t e r . The consequent gap which develops between a r t ' s i d e a l 
g o a l , which i s t o re-create the model, and the only p a r t i a l 
r e a l i z a t i o n thereof, because the model i s i n a c c e s s i b l e , creates 
an impasse whereby the f a i l u r e of a r t becomes i n e v i t a b l e . 
This paper purports to discuss the terms and the manifesta
t i o n s of t h i s impasse i n Giacometti's a r t . 

The d i s c u s s i o n develops against the metaphorical 
framework of the contrasted images of the acrobat and the 
clown. The former represents the a r t i s t who w i l l not accept 
f a i l u r e , so r e l e n t l e s s l y pursues h i s impossible g o a l ; where
as the l a t t e r i s he who accepts f a i l u r e and bases h i s a r t 
upon i t . The clown acts as a f o i l to Giacometti who reaches 
the threshold of the clown's a r t but does not cross i t . 

A f t e r n o t i n g the c r i t i c s ' f a i l u r e to consider 
Giacometti i n r e l a t i o n t o h i s a r t i s t i c t r a d i t i o n - a serious 
omission because the impasse w i t h i n h i s a r t i s evidence of 
an impasse w i t h i n the t r a d i t i o n - the paper i n d i c a t e s the 



extreme cr i s i s into which Giacometti's a r t i s t i c pursuit has 
fallen, and traces the origin of this c r i s i s through his early-
years. His attitude towards art and his methods of work are 
outlined and two concepts basic to his art are elucidated: 
the act of seeing, and the quality of 'likeness' which he 
strives to realize. The consequent a r t i s t i c product is 
examined as a revelation of man's contemporary sense of isola
tion and alienation; experiences which are basic to Giacometti' 
incapacity to realize his model on canvas or in sculpture, 
and to the impasse which has arisen within his art. The 
f i n a l chapter discusses the impasse in relation to the f i n i -
tude within other areas of contemporary thought and traces 
the development of the problem of realization through the 
nineteenth century to i t s climactic expression in Giacometti's 
art. 



CHAPTER I 

Giacometti's a r t as w e l l as h i s statements r e v e a l a 
man who, despite the u l t i m a t e f a i l u r e of h i s a r t , neverthe
l e s s pursues i t p e r s i s t e n t l y , glad of the smallest achieve
ment. I propose as a backdrop to t h i s d i s c u s s i o n of 
Giacometti a p a i r of c o n t r a s t i n g images which sum up the 
a l t e r n a t i v e s open to an a r t i s t who has reached a point where 
success i n h i s work has become i n h e r e n t l y impossible. These 
are the images of the acrobat and the clown. 

There e x i s t s a sketch by Giacometti, from 1923, of a 
t i g h t r o p e walker.^" I t i s crude and of l i t t l e a e s t h e t i c 
i n t e r e s t and l i t t l e i s known of the circumstances under which 
i t was done. I t does serve, however, to l e t the a r t i s t him
s e l f introduce the image w i t h which t h i s paper w i l l a s sociate 
him; that of the acrobat who balances p r e c a r i o u s l y i n space, 
performing h i s impossible t r i c k s . The drawing was executed 
before Giacometti turned to a b s t r a c t i o n ; at Bourdelle's studio 
where he s t i l l struggled w i t h representation, working d i r e c t l y 
from the model - a task which f o r a while he would forsake, 
but to which he returned and devoted the r e s t of h i s l i f e . 
I t i s Giacometti's s t r u g g l e to depict the model as he sees 
i t that warrants h i s a s s o c i a t i o n w i t h the acrobat. 

In contrast to the image of the t i g h t r o p e walker who 
dazzles us w i t h h i s a g i l i t y i s the other stock c i r c u s char
a c t e r , the clown, who d e l i g h t s us, not by h i s consummate 



4 
a g i l i t y , but by h i s f a i l u r e t o be a g i l e . The two images as 
opposites are proposed i n Hugh Kenner's c r i t i c a l w r i t i n g s on 
Samuel Beckett.^ And i t i s i n t e r e s t i n g to examine Giacometti 
i n the l i g h t of the c r i t i c a l t h e s i s of a contemporary w r i t e r , 
even i f i t i s by contrast r a t h e r than by s i m i l a r i t y i n 
approach that we must gain our i n s i g h t s . Nor i s i t i n 
appropriate to compare trends i n s c u l p t u r e and p a i n t i n g to 
those i n l i t e r a t u r e and theatre since i t i s to be expected 
th a t new a r t i s t i c tendencies should a t t a i n t h e i r f i r s t 
e x p l i c i t v e r b a l manifestations i n the l a t t e r be'fore becoming 
apparent to c r i t i c s and h i s t o r i a n s . The comparison i n t h i s 
case y i e l d s i n t e r e s t i n g r e s u l t s , f o r i f we consider Giacometti 
the p a i n t e r - s c u l p t o r as the acrobat of the c i r c u s p a i r , then 
Beckett, according to Kenner's t h e s i s , represents the clown. 
But a thorough e x p l i c a t i o n of the two images re q u i r e s an 
extensive excursion i n t o the realm of B e c k e t t i a n thought. 

The ropewalker or the acrobat i s he who step by step 
improves h i s a r t by greater knowledge and i n t e n s e r t r a i n i n g . 
By sheer d i n t of hard work and persistance he p e r f e c t s w i t h 
h a i r - r a i s i n g p r e c i s i o n h i s t r i c k s on the wire. He i s i n 
constant danger. He must work always on the very edge of 
the impossible. To do l e s s , to perform only that which i s 
safe and proven i s to s i n k i n t o r o u t i n e and betray the 
i n t e g r i t y of h i s a r t . Not to r e l e n t l e s s l y b u i l d new strength 
and s k i l l i s to bore and then loose h i s audience and to 
emasculate h i s performance. The acrobat must l e a r n a l l that 
has been developed i n h i s a r t . He must copy a l l that previous 
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acrobats have learned and then add t o i t h i s own small con
t r i b u t i o n . Kenner's d e s c r i p t i o n i s e x c e l l e n t . "The man who 
i m i t a t e s i s the acrobat himself ( a l l ropewalkers are a l i k e ) , 
adding to what we have seen before i n other c i r c u s e s some new 
mini s c u l e d i f f i c u l t y overcome, moving on f e l t - s h o d feet a 
l i t t l e f u r t h e r along the dreary road of the p o s s i b l e . " ^ His 
inachievable i d e a l i s t o defy the laws of nature. 

In a r t , p a i n t i n g and s c u l p t u r e , the acrobat manifests 
himself i n at l e a s t two ways. We t u r n f o r c l a r i f i c a t i o n to 
Samuel Beckett himself i n h i s one p u b l i c appearance. In 1949 
w i t h Georges Duthuit he prepared a s e r i e s of three dialogues 
on as many pa i n t e r s (Tal Coat, Masson, Va>n Vel d e ) . ^ We w i l l 
not concern ourselves i n t h i s paper wi t h the adequateness 
of Beckett's a n a l y s i s of the pa i n t e r s he chooses to d i s c u s s . 
What i s rel e v a n t i s h i s a n a l y s i s of a development w i t h i n 
a r t which i s comparable t o that manifested i n h i s own novels 
and p l a y s . The f i r s t two pai n t e r s discussed i n the dialogue 
are, i n Beckett's terms, the acrobats. P a i n t e r no. 1 i s he 
who deserves the a t t e n t i o n of h i s audience because he has 
extended the boundaries of h i s a r t . 

B. T o t a l object, complete w i t h missing p a r t s , 
instead of p a r t i a l object. Question of degree.... 
In any case a t h r u s t i n g towards a more adequate 
expression of n a t u r a l experience, as revealed 
to the v i g i l a n t coenaesthesia. Whether achieved 
through submission or through mastery, the r e s u l t 
i s a gai n i n nature. 

i 

D.'s p r o t e s t s , that t h i s p a i n t e r ' s d i s c o v e r i e s are 
not i n nature, are not r e l a t e d to a given time or place, 



6 
but are on qu i t e a d i f f e r e n t plane, are to naught, f o r B. 
as s e r t s that by nature he means "a composite of perceiver 
and perceived, not a datum, or experience." This i s p a i n t 
i n g adapted to a contemporary environment, but w i t h the same 
end as a l l previous p a i n t i n g : " s t r a i n i n g to enlarge the 
statement of a compromise." B. turns to the Renaissance 
pai n t e r s about whom we must consider, "not that they surveyed 
the world w i t h the eyes of b u i l d i n g c o n t r a c t o r s , a mere means 
l i k e any other, but that they never s t i r r e d from the f i e l d of 
the p o s s i b l e , however much they may have enlarged i t . " The 
only t h i n g disturbed by such r e v o l u t i o n a r i e s as Matisse and 
T a l Coat, he concludes, " i s a c e r t a i n order on the plane of 
the f e a s i b l e . " B. demands the t u r n i n g away i n disgust from 
such work "weary of i t s puny e x p l o i t s , weary of pretending 
to be able, of being able, of doing a l i t t l e b e t t e r the same 

5 

o l d t h i n g , of going a l i t t l e f u r t h e r along the dreary road." 
The second manifestation of the acrobat i s p a i n t e r 

no. 2 whom D. presents as he who has gone beyond the plane 
of the f e a s i b l e and addressed himself to the v o i d . His con
cern now i s w i t h "inner emptiness, the prime c o n d i t i o n , 
according to Chinese a e s t h e t i c s of the a r t of p a i n t i n g . " 
Here i s a p a i n t e r who senses the need to e s t a b l i s h about 
p a i n t i n g "the data of the problem to be solved, the Problem 
at l a s t . " But B. w i l l not be appeased. Though t h i s p a i n t e r 
may yearn f o r a new s t r i p p e d a r t of the v o i d , B. s t i l l detects 
two maladies f a m i l i a c to previous p a i n t i n g : "the malady of 
wanting t o know what to do and the malady of wanting to be 
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able to do i t . " But wanting to express the v o i d i s merely 
to pass from one untenable p o s i t i o n to another. Whatever i s 
thus capable of being possessed i s hardly to be confused 
w i t h the voi d . Nor i s the helplessness i n f a c i n g the dilemma 
of expression s t a t e d on i t s own merits and f o r i t s own wake, 
though i t i s "perhaps very o c c a s i o n a l l y admitted as spice to 
the " e x p l o i t " i t jeopardised ... The reason i s doubtless, 
among o t h e r s , t h a t i t (the dilemma of expressing the void) 
contains i n i t s e l f the i m p o s s i b i l i t y of statement." 

B. turns from the a r t of p a i n t e r s no. 1 and 2 towards 
h i s dream of "an a r t u n r e s e n t f u l of i t s insuperable indigence 
and too proud f o r the far c e of g i v i n g and r e c e i v i n g . " He 
pr e f e r s 

The expression t h a t there i s nothing to express, 
nothing w i t h which to express, nothing from 
which to express, no power to express, no d e s i r e 
to express, together w i t h the o b l i g a t i o n to 
express.6 

B.'s p o s i t i o n as s t a t e d i n the f i r s t two dialogues 
i m p l i e s r e j e c t i o n of Giacometti's a r t , which very much s t r i v e s 
f o r expression on the plane of the f e a s i b l e . D e l i b e r a t e l y 
and with great courage (how e l s e to bear up under impossible 
odds) Giacometti has contended against the "insuperable 
indigence" of h i s a r t and has attempted to e x t r i c a t e from 
the amorphous nature of h i s m a t e r i a l a double f o r h i s v i s i o n 
of the e x t e r i o r world. Against doubt, anguish, despair the 
a r t i s t has stacked a l i f e t i m e of obsessive s t r i v i n g f o r know
ledge of what he sees: i n B.'s o p i n i o n , merely the " s t r a i n i n g 



t o enlarge the statement of a compromise." 
In the t h i r d dialogue B. proposes an escape from the 

impossible. Escape i s postulated on the a b i l i t y of the a r t i s t 
t o "accept a c e r t a i n s i t u a t i o n and to consent to a c e r t a i n 
a c t . " 

The s i t u a t i o n i s tha t of him who i s h e l p l e s s , 
cannot a c t , i n the event cannot p a i n t , s i n c e 
he i s obliged to p a i n t . The act i s of him 
who, h e l p l e s s , unable to a c t , a c t s , i n the 
event p a i n t s , s i n c e he i s obliged to p a i n t . 
D. Why i s he obliged to paint? 
B. I don't know. 
D. Why i s he h e l p l e s s to p a i n t ? 
B. Because there i s nothing to paint and 

nothing to paint with. 

This conclusion i s contrasted to the assumption of a l l paint 
i n g that the domain of the a r t i s t i s the domain of the 
f e a s i b l e ; contrasted t o the concern w i t h expressive p o s s i b i l 
i t y . 

The much to express, the l i t t l e to express, 
the a b i l i t y to express much, the a b i l i t y 
to express l i t t l e , emerge i n the common 
anxiet y t o express as much as p o s s i b l e , or 
as t r u l y as p o s s i b l e , or as f i n e l y as 
p o s s i b l e , to the best of one's a b i l i t y . 7 

Kenner gives us an i n k l i n g of what B. may mean. 

Shakespeare's powers of expression, i t i s 
1 safe t o remark, were i n f a l l i a b l y equal t o 

h i s needs, c h i e f l y since what was needed to 
w r i t e Ha mlet was power of expression. But 
set Shakespeare the problem of w r i t i n g a 
play about the non-appearance of h i s hero 
( f o r whom two tramps are w a i t i n g ) , or r e 
s t r i c t him to four characters, two l e g l e s s , 
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the t h i r d immobilized, the f o u r t h dim, and 
Shakespeare i n the course of a t t a i n i n g him' 
s e l f t o t h i s assignment would of necessity-
a l l o w h i s vast a b i l i t y to wither, cease 
d e s c r i b i n g t h i s man's a r t and that man's 
scope, and r e l i n q u i s h the s a t i s f a c t i o n s 
(such as he found them) of Prometheon 
competence.8 

The proof of such an a r t as B. advocates, b e r e f t of 
occasion, i s i n the novels and plays of Samuel Beckett which 
one by one have shed themselves of a l l occasions, of subjects, 
of o b j e c t s , of r e l a t i o n s h i p s , "evading the elaborate mysteries 
of c o g n i t i o n and of i n t e r a c t i o n between mind and hand."^ 
They are works of r e s i g n a t i o n , t h e i r characters have divorced 
themselves from world and s e l f . Thus there i s no predice-
ment, no need to ask why, how and what: a l l the impossible 
ponderables which have always been the subjects whether of 
a r t or l i t e r a t u r e and which e i t h e r has f a i l e d t o answer, be
i n g capable only of p r o v i d i n g l i m i t e d and t e n t a t i v e s o l u t i o n s . 
B.'s summary statement on the h i s t o r y of p a i n t i n g : I t 

i s the h i s t o r y of i t s attempts to escape from 
t h i s sense of f a i l u r e , by means more au t h e n t i c , 
more ample, l e s s e x c l u s i v e r e l a t i o n s between 
representer and representee, i n a kind of 
tropism toward a l i g h t as t o the nature of 
which the best opinions continue to vary, and 
w i t h the Pythagorean t u r n , as though the 
i r r a t i o n a l i t y of p i were an offense against 
the d i e t y , not t o mention h i s creation.10 

P a i n t e r no. 3 w i l l be the f i r s t to devulge to out
s i d e r s the dreaded Pythagorean secret of p i , of the i r r a 
t i o n a l ; that the diagonal of a square i s incommensurable 
w i t h the side." This a r t i s t i s the f i r s t to admit that to be 
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an a r t i s t i s to f a i l as no other dare f a i l . F a i l u r e i s the 
world i n which he works and to shrink from i t i s d e s e r t i o n 
i n t o s e l f - d e c e p t i o n . Deprived of the a b i l i t y , even the 
remotest p o s s i b i l i t y , of succeeding, the a r t i s t i s l e f t w i t h 
h i s ignorance and h i s impotence - and the need to w r i t e or 
p a i n t . Here f i n a l l y emerges that second q u a l i t y of our 
c i r c u s imagery; the clown. 

The clown e x p l o i t s impotence. Inching along the 
dreary road of the p o s s i b l e has proven f u t i l e . P e r f e c t i o n 
i s a goal beyond reach; another minuscule step towards i t i s 
a meaningless gesture w i t h i n the i n f i n i t y of the cosmos. So, 
says the clown, I cannot, I give up. But he l i v e s and he 
must go on, and the only content l e f t around which he can 
form h i s a c t i o n s i s h i s i n c a p a c i t y . To l i v e i s to make 
gestures towards ends and, as such, the gestures w i l l i n e v i t 
a b ly f a i l ; but the gestures, the pure act w i l l remain. The 
act which f a i l s w i l l i t s e l f become the clown's subject and 
he w i l l e x p l o i t i t with extravagent v i r t u o s i t y . In a recent 
N.F.B. s h o r t , The R a i l r o d d e r , the strong, e x p r e s s i o n l e s s 
Buster Keaton, c r o s s i n g the continent i n a gas-powered speeder, 
s i g h t s a f l i g h t of ducks and p i t s himself against nature. An 
experienced hunter, he camouflages h i s car wit h branches and 
again r o l l i n g along the t r a c k loads h i s gun and sinks down, 
inconspicuous amongst the f o l i a g e . With the a i r of a veteran 
marksman he takes aim, r e f l e c t s f o r a moment on the d e l i g h t of 
r o a s t i n g duck, p u l l s the t r i g g e r , and WHAM! The shot f l a t t e n s 
a gainst the rocky c e i l i n g of the tunnel which has suddenly 
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passed over him, while h i s ears are deafened by the 
re v e r b e r a t i n g b l a s t of the gun. But i s Buster perturbed? 
He merely prepares the props f o r h i s next a c t i o n , which he 
w i l l blunder as badly. Such i s the a r t of the clown. 

Contained w i t h i n the images of the two c i r c u s 
characters - the acrobat and the clown - are the two p o s s i b l e 
v a r i e t i e s of a r t : r e s p e c t i v e l y , that which s t r i v e s to express 
the p o s s i b l e , and that which considers the p o s s i b l e but an: 
i r r e l e v a n t speck w i t h i n the i n f i n i t e universe of i m p o s s i b i l 
i t y . The l a t t e r i s an a r t of r e s i g n a t i o n which i s an a r t of 
doing, because i t must, not of purpose. But resigned a r t , 
f o r which there can be no wor l d l y success, (and the world i s 
a l l ) has two o u t l e t s , e i t h e r of which i s a game, i n s i g n i f i c 
ant beyond the p l a y i n g i t s e l f . The f i r s t i s that which Buster 
Keaton p l a y s , the performance of a gesture f o r i t s own sake, 
o b l i v i o u s to the f a c t that i t w i l l f a i l . This a l s o i s B.'s 
game i n the dialogues when he bows out i n defeat at the end 
of the second dialogue; overcome by D.'s r e b u t t a l of h i s 
arguments B. e x i t s weeping. At the end of the t h i r d dialogue 
when asked t o complete h i s "number" he suddenly remembers 
warmly, "Yes, yes, I am mistaken, I am m i s t a k e n . " 1 1 

The second o u t l e t of resigned a r t i s the performance 
of an act w i t h i n a completely closed system, where a l l the 
v a r i a b l e s are given and under constant c o n t r o l so that success 

i s assured - despite the f a c t that i t i s an i r r e l e v a n t success 
y i e l d i n g nothing. Molloy, of Beckett's novel devotes himself 
to the problem of developing a system of sucking s i x t e e n 
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stones and passing them through h i s four pockets (the two 

pockets of my tr o u s e r s and the two pockets of my great coat) 
i n such a manner as to be a b s o l u t e l y c e r t a i n t h a t no stone 
i s sucked more than once w i t h i n the same c y c l e . For s i x pages 
he d e l i b e r a t e s the ups and downs of the question, the various 
s o l u t i o n s , and f i n a l l y admits that deep down i t was a c t u a l l y 
the same to him whether he "sucked a d i f f e r e n t stone each 

l 2 

time or always the same stone, u n t i l the end of time." 
But f o r Giacometti a r t i s n e i t h e r pure gesture nor 

a s e l f - c o n t a i n e d game. He has discovered the secret of the 
i r r a t i o n a l i t y of p i f o r h i s has pushed to the l i m i t the 
problem of working w i t h the a r t of the p o s s i b l e . But he does 
not deny the p o s s i b l e , even i f he i s pushed to the brink of 
despair by the constant f e a r of f a i l u r e under which he works. 
He remains thoroughly the acrobat, f o r despite h i s deep sense 
of i n c a p a c i t y and h i s awareness th a t he can never achieve 
more than " p a r t i a l o b j e c t " , he does not give up. C u r i o u s l y 
he has s a i d at one point "I'd have made a b e t t e r clown than 
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a p a i n t e r . I t would have been e a s i e r and f u n n i e r . " The 
remark may c o n s t i t u t e a s o r t of s e l f - r e v e l a t i o n , or i t i s 
perhaps merely a j e s t . 

I f the a s s o c i a t i o n of Beckett and Gia c o m e t t i , and the 
d i s c u s s i o n of Giacometti w i t h i n terms suggested by Beckett's 
w r i t i n g , seem a r b i t r a r y , then we can at l e a s t give a p a r t i a l 
j u s t i f i c a t i o n by b r i e f l y comparing background and develop
ment of the two men. The number of t h e i r s i m i l a r i t i e s i s 
s u r p r i s i n g . They are contemporaries born w i t h i n the same 
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semi-decade; both grew up steeped i n the t r a d i t i o n of t h e i r 
own forms of a r t ; both found t h e i r way t o P a r i s to become 
involved i n the p r e v a i l i n g a r t i s t i c trends. During the war 
Giacometti r e t i r e d to h i s Swiss v i l l a g e , Stampa, to work,while 
Beckett took up residence i n Vauclus-e near Avignon i n the 
Unoccupied Zone to w r i t e h i s novel Watt. Both returned to 
P a r i s a f t e r the war to produce t h e i r great work: Giacometti 
h i s slender attenuated f i g u r e s ; Beckett h i s T r i l o g y , Comment  
C e s t and the p l a y s . But these are the s u p e r f i c i a l events 
of l i f e which i t i s not so s t a r t l i n g they should hold i n 
common. The remarkable q u a l i t y they share i s t h e i r obsession 
throughout most of t h e i r l i v e s w i t h a s i n g l e idea t o which 
they devoted t h e i r e n t i r e energies to the e x c l u s i o n of a l l 
e l s e : Giacometti to the expression i n a r t of h i s unique 
v i s i o n s of the e x t e r i o r world; Beckett to a v e r b a l expression 
of that t o t a l helplessness of man i n t r y i n g to forge such 
v i s i o n s . Theirs i s a s i n g u l a r i t y of purpose which never . 
sways from i t s chosen path despite p u b l i c r e a c t i o n or acclaim. 
This devotion to cause i n t e r e s t s us doubly when we r e a l i z e 
t h a t both a r t i s t s perform t h e i r seeing, t h i n k i n g and working 
w i t h i n a s i m i l a r s o c i a l - p h i l o s o p h i c a l context. 

I t i s true that i t i s venturing on unsafe ground to 
attempt to speak of p h i l o s o p h i c a l contexts w i t h i n which works 
of a r t are produced, or of ideas which a r t may espouse. In 
f a c t the a r t i s t may often deny i f confronted w i t h the idea 
content of h i s work that he intended anything of the s o r t . 
Beckett refuses to comment on or e x p l a i n h i s w r i t i n g . 
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We have no e l u c i d a t i o n s to o f f e r of 
mysteries that are a l l of t h e i r making. 
My work i s a matter of fundamental 
sounds (no joke intended) made as f u l l y 
as p o s s i b l e , and I accept r e s p o n s i b i l i t y 
f o r nothing e l s e . I f people want to 
have head aches among the overtones, l e t 
them. And provide t h e i r own a s p i r i n . 
Hamm as s t a t e d , and blow as s t a t e d , t o 
gether as s t a t e d , nec tecum nec sine t e , 
i n such a place, and i n such a world, 
t h a t ' s a l l I can manage, more than I 
could. 14 

Nor do we ever catch Giacometti speaking of a r t i n terms 
other than formal problems and accomplishments; whether he 
i s speaking of museum a r t at the l o u v r e with P i e r r e Schneider, 
or of h i s own a r t to interviewers and s i t t e r s . This of course 
i n no way denies a r e l a t i o n between the a r t i s t , h i s a r t , and 
the a r t ' s c u l t u r a l , s o c i a l , h i s t o r i c a l s e t t i n g , nor the 
d i s c u s s i o n of these. I t i s a l s o very t r u e , to quote Alan 
Bowness, that "the wider relevance of what he i s doing often 

"I £ 

escapes the a r t i s t , as does i t s r e l a t i v e s i g n i f i c a n c e . " 
This i s not h i s concern, but ours. He submits the work to 
the world and what we make of i t i s , i n the l a s t r e s o r t , 
beyond h i s c o n t r o l . And Kurt Badt w r i t e s , "When pa i n t e r s 
make pronouncements, they u s u a l l y discuss only t e c h n i c a l 
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matters, s i n c e they take s p i r i t u a l aspects f o r granted." 
This i n f a c t seems r e q u i s i t e f o r s u c c e s s f u l a r t , f o r we 
tend to be uneasy w i t h a work which has been d e l i b e r a t e l y 
informed by an a r t i s t ' s p h i l o s o p h i c a l , moral or p o l i t i c a l 
i n t e n t i o n , f e e l i n g that when a r t tends toward polemics i t 
looses i t s i n t e g r i t y as an a e s t h e t i c object. Ideas which 
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a r i s e as inherent products of the a r t i s t ' s v i s i o n are l i k e l y 
to be more i n d i c a t i v e of the contemporary c u l t u r a l s i t u a t i o n . 

C r i t i c s have without exception r e l a t e d both Giacometti 
and Beckett t o E x i s t e n t i a l i s t philosophy. Beckett has been 
discussed i n terms of Kierkegaard, Heidegger and S a r t r e . 
Giacometti includes among h i s f r i e n d s and i n t e r p r e t e r s , 
Sartre and Jean Genet,and the two major monographs devoted 
to h i s work a s p i r e to elevate him to the rank of an e x i s t e n 
t i a l i s t s a i n t (Dupin and B u c a r e l l i ) . Enough ground here to 
j u s t i f y a c l o s e a s s o c i a t i o n to a current p h i l o s o p h i c a l 
a t t i t u d e . But i t i s f i n a l l y to the raw m a t e r i a l of the 
works themselves t h a t we must tu r n f o r proof that a s s o c i a t i o n 
of Beckett, G i a c o m e t t i , E x i s t e n t i a l i s m i s more than a r b i t r a r y . 

Beckett's plays may be seen as a rendering of the 
human predicament: a c t i v i t y i s f u t i l e , man i s c o n s t a n t l y 
thwarted by forces he cannot c o n t r o l ; (Act Without Words I ) ; 
p a s s i v i t y i s f u t i l e , even i n r e s i g n a t i o n to i n a c t i v i t y the 
torment does not subside (Act Without Words I I ) . For s a l v a 
t i o n from t h i s awful predicament man waits f o r God, but God 
never comes (Waiting f o r Godot). Man s t i l l waits because 
hope gives him purpose, and w a i t i n g a f t e r a l l i s something 
to do. Hope dies and man waits f o r death but passes h i s time 
with p l a y i n g games; they are something to do (Happy Days). 
Death comes, i t i s n e i t h e r darkness nor r e s t , but a sort of 
r e l i v i n g of l i f e ( P l a y ) . 

Giacometti confronts us wit h : s l i m , t a l l , e r e c t , 
g e s t u r e l e s s f i g u r e s of men and women who e x i s t f o r us only at 
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a di s t a n c e , across a space which i s for e v e r impenetrable; 
plazas of walking men, which w i l l never meet but instead 
pass by one another i n t o nowhere; painted f i g u r e s shut from 
our space by the double or t r i p l e frames, depicted i s o l a t e d 
i n deep, murky perspective space from which there i s no 
escape; faces, t h e i r l i f e concentrated i n t o that d i r e c t burn
i n g s t a r e which does not see us and which t e l l s us nothing. 

Here i s adequate data from both w r i t e r and a r t i s t of 
man's fundamental sense of estrangement and of those three 
human emotions which are the bas i s of that predominant con
temporary mood which received i t s most prevalent expression 
i n postwar French e x i s t e n t i a l i s m : abandonment, because men 
has r e a l i z e d God's death; anguish, when he i s thrown back on 
h i s own resources of w i l l ; despair, that r e s u l t s when the 
w i l l i s confronted w i t h the i m p o s s i b i l i t y of a s i t u a t i o n 
where nothing i s c e r t a i n e i t h e r w i t h se.lf or w i t h the other. 
In response t o a common c u l t u r a l predicament the two a r t i s t s 
r esorted to almost opposite approaches: Beckett i n the d i r e c 
t i o n of the clown who undermines everything that appears 
d e f i n i t e and p o s i t i v e ; Giacometti i n the d i r e c t i o n of the 
hero who must s t r i v e at a l l cost and s a c r i f i c e to e s t a b l i s h 
what l i t t l e i s p o s i t i v e . I t i s to the l a t t e r ' s approach that 
we now t u r n . 



CHAPTER I I 

The image of Giacometti that developed was e x a c t l y 
that of a man who against anguish and f e a r of f a i l u r e puts 
t h a t minuscule f r a c t i o n of advancement i n h i s work, that 
e x t r a l i t t l e piece of l e a r n i n g about h i s world; though he 
knows that w i t h i n the i n f i n i t u d e of questions and answers i t 
w i l l count f o r nothing. Some c r i t i c s began to describe him 
as the e x i s t e n t i a l i s t hero, and the two major monographs 
devoted t o him which have been published to date, by Jaques 
Dupin and Palma B u c a r e l l i , 1 treated him as such. In these 
works Giacometti i s depicted as the e x i s t e n t i a l i s t a r t i s t 
s t r u g g l i n g t o solve the impossible problem. He performs 
courageously an a c t i o n which i s meaningful only i n i t s e l f 
i n a universe i n which ends and explanations are absurd. 
(Do we not have Giacometti's own word that t h i s i s so?) 
Before launching i n t o a d e t a i l e d study of Giacometti's a r t 
i t i s perhaps h e l p f u l to stop to examine a few f a l a c i e s 
t h a t these two c r i t i c a l works have perpetrated, p a r t i c u l a r l y 
t h e i r tendency to i s o l a t e Giacometti from h i s Western a r t i s t i c 
t r a d i t i o n . 

Both Dupin and B u c a r e l l i have taken the cues f o r 
t h e i r theses from two essays which S a r t r e has published on 
Giacometti.5 S a r t r e b r i l l i a n t l y d e l i n e a t e s Giacometti's 
b a s i c a r t i s t i c problems: the o p p o s i t i o n of the whole and the 
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d e t a i l s w i t h i n the human face; h i s s t r u g g l e w i t h space; the 
element of distance which forever separates a r t i s t from 
model - the b a s i c f a c t o r of Giacometti's p e c u l i a r v i s i o n of 
the e x t e r i o r world. Sartre's d i s c u s s i o n i s deeply rooted 
i n h i s p h i l o s o p h i c a l thought, and h i s d i c t i o n i s t y p i c a l l y 
e x i s t e n t i a l i s t i n i t s p r e d i l e c t i o n f o r the terms: v o i d , 
emptiness, s o l i t u d e , being, nothingness; the sculptures he 
d i s c r i b e s as "muffled shouts r i s i n g to the top of a mountain 
and informing the hearer that somewhere someone i s g r i e v i n g 
or c a l l i n g f o r help."^ M. Dupin and Signora B u c a r e l l i are 
f a i t h f u l d i s c i p l e s and Signora B u c a r e l l i acknowledges her 
debt. 

S a r t r e has w r i t t e n about Giacometti, and so 
has Genet; therefore Giacometti has become 
a t y p i c a l e x i s t e n t i a l i s t a r t i s t f o r the 
audience. His r u f f l e d and unkempt h a i r , 
h i s forehead troubled w i t h wrinkles on such 
a changeable countenance, worn-out p u l l 
overs, s c a r f s , h i s appearing at the D 
Magots or at the F l o r e at impossible 
hours, supper w i t h hard b o i l e d eggs s h e l l e d 
by h i s large thumbs s t i l l covered w i t h c l a y 
or wax, a c a u s t i c t a l k , s u b t l e yet of a d i s 
q u i e t i n g d i a l e c t i c i s m i n i t s seeming simpleness, 
complete the p o r t r a i t : by now Giacometti i s a 
character of 

Signora B u c a r e l l i admits that such a d e f i n i t i o n of the a r t i s t 
i s "rather gross and imprecise", but nevertheless maintains 
t h a t "fundamentally there i s some t r u t h i n i t " , and i t does 
inform the core of vher argument throughout, p a r t i c u l a r l y i n 
the l y r i c a l c l o s i n g pages. The r e s u l t , according t o one 
c r i t i c s , i s the s o r t of w r i t i n g "that American c r i t i c s o ften 
envy, and at times t r y t o emulate: w r i t i n g i n which the 
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symphonic r h e t o r i c of the most p r e s t i g i o u s modern ideas 
soars i n t o the empyrean of i n t e l l e c t u a l discourse while the 
works of a r t o s t e n s i b l y under a n a l y s i s remain comparatively 
earth-bound, undislodged from t h e i r a r t i s t i c q u i d i t y and 
almost modest i n t h e i r p h y s i c a l p a r t i c u l a r i t y . " ^ We quote 
a t y p i c a l e x t r a c t from Signora B u c a r e l l i . 

... from myth he turned to dream, then from 
dream he turned to a melancholic s q u a l i d , 
desolate and miserable yet deeply p a t h e t i c a l 
meditation over the c o n d i t i o n of the human 
being. U n l i k e anybody e l s e , he has set h i s 
problem on the opposite terms of "essence" 
and "non-entity", and has solved i t according 
to the theories of S a r t r e , h i s great f r i e n d 
and h i s most s u b t l e e x e g e t i s t , recognizing 
the presence of the essence i n the inner nothing
ness, together w i t h the discovery of a d u l l 
and d i s q u i e t i n g d i a l e c t i c s which no longer 
assumes the essence as an unchangeable 
o n t h o l o g i c a l t r u t h , but as a suffered and 
p i t i f u l recovery of every hour, of every 
minute of our existence.1 

The e s s e n t i a l problem w i t h the Dupin and B u c a r e l l i 
monographs i s not so much that they a s s o c i a t e Giacometti w i t h 
e x i s t e n t i a l i s t thought, f o r that i s fundamentally a v a l i d 
a s s o c i a t i o n . I t i s r a t h e r that the European c r i t i c s * approach, 
instead of performing an a n a l y s i s i n terms of a d i s i n t e r e s t e d 
comparison between a r t and contemporary thought, are imposing 
an i d e o l o g i c a l i n t e r p r e t a t i o n on the a r t . In the preceding 
quote from B u c a r e l l i we note that Giacometti i s s a i d to have 
solved h i s problem "according to the theor i e s of S a r t r e " as 
i f t h i s were a preconceived i n t e n t i o n of the a r t i s t . Neither 
Giacometti's own statements, nor B u c a r e l l i ' s observation i n 
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her opening paragraphs, that the a r t i s t has "no theory i n 
mind, no p r i n c i p l e to support", bear out such a conclusion. 
I t r ather seems that Signora B u c a r e l l i has e x p l i c a t e d 
Giacometti's a r t i s t i c problems i n S a r t r i a n terms i n order to 
assure that t h e i r s o l u t i o n may be found w i t h i n the same 
system. 

In i t s suspect assumptions and l y r i c a l i n t e r p r e t a t i o n 
t h i s s o r t of c r i t i c i s m i s reminiscent of Sartre's i n t r o d u c 
t i o n to the Gallimard c o l l e c t e d works of Jean Genet, a one 
volume work which exceeds the l e n g t h of the c o l l e c t e d works 
themselves. The d i f f i c u l t y w i t h Sartre's Saint G:enet^ i s 
that while we are confronted w i t h a b r i l l i a n t a n a l y s i s of 
the w r i t e r and h i s l i f e , r e l a t e d t o the works, overwhelmingly 
elucidated according' to e x i s t e n t i a l i s t psychoanalysis, we 
are nevertheless, though we cannot deny the genius of the 
i n t e r p r e t a t i o n , doubtful as to the relevance of a l l t h i s to the 
works of Jean Genet and to the w r i t e r himself. I t may v a l i d l y 
be questioned how much the book i s a product of the imaginative 
and f u t i l e genius of Sar t r e ' s own mind. I t i s not, however, 
that S a r t r e or Dupin or B u c a r e l l i do not i l l u m i n a t e something 
about the a r t or l i t e r a t u r e under d i s c u s s i o n ; i t i s rat h e r 
that t h e i r t e x t s , i n H i l t o n Kramer's wordsv " i l l u m i n a t e the 
oeuvre the way a d i s p l a y of f i n e works l i g h t s up a landscape. 
C e r t a i n features are glimpsed, b r i e f l y but d r a m a t i c a l l y , i n 
the f l i c k e r i n g l i g h t , but one i s never i n any doubt that i t 
i s the d i s p l a y i t s e l f - not the landscape - upon which the 
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p r i n c i p a l energies have been l a v i s h e d . " 
Palma B u c a r e l l i ' s i s the more concrete of the two 

monographs and r e l a t e s Giacometti d i r e c t l y to the p a i n t e r s 
and s c u l p t o r s of the t w e n t i e t h century, whose m i l i e u the 
a r t i s t has shared and under whose i n f l u e n c e he has learned . 
M. Dupin, on the other hand, o f f e r s the f o l l o w i n g untenable 
p o s i t i o n : " H i s (Giacometti's) a t t i t u d e i s i n absolute c o n t r a 
d i c t i o n to a l l the tendencies and experiments of h i s time 
and the t h e o r i e s which j u s t i f y them. He i s alone i n h i s 

century and against everyone c l i n g i n g to h i s obsession, 
"11 

against the current i n s p i t e of himself. This r a t h e r 
gross o v e r - s i m p l i f i c a t i o n ignores Giacometti's c l o s e i n v o l v e 
ment wi t h a l l the a r t i s t s and currents that surrounded him: 
Brancusi, P i c a s s o , Arp, Miro, Laurens, Dada, Sur r e a l i s m , 
p r i m i t i v e a r t . A check i n t o h i s w r i t i n g s about contemporaries 
r e v e a l s the a f f i n i t y he f e l t towards t h e i r work; of Laurens 
he w r i t e s : 

De ces scul p t u r e s de Laurens on n'approche 
jamais tout a. f a i t , i l y a toujours un 
espace de dimension i n d e f i n i s s a b l e q u i nous 
en separe, cet espace qui entoure l a s c u l p t u r e 
et q u i est deja l a s c u l p t u r e meme. Et je 
retrouve 1'atmosphere dense et legere de l a 
c l a i r i e r e . C'est l a meme sensation que j ' a i 
eprouve'e souvent devant des et r e s v i v a n t s , 
devant des t e t e s humaines s u r t o u t , l e sentiment 
d'un espace-atmosphere q u i entoure immediatement 
l e s e t r e s , l e s penetre, est deja. l ' e t r e l u i -
meme; l e s l i m i t e s exactes, l e s dimensions de 
cet e t r e deviennent i n d e f i n i s s a b l e s . La 
scul p t u r e de Laurens est une des t r e s r a r e s q u i 
rendent ce que je ressens devant l a r e a l i t e 
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v i v a n t e et par l a j e l a trouve ressemblante 
et c e t t e ressemblance est pour moi une des 
raisons de 1*aimer.12 

of Derain he w r i t e s : 

Les qualite's de Derain. n 1 e x i s t e n t qu'au-dela 
du ratage, de l'e'chec, de l a p e r d i t i o n p o s s i b l e , 
et je ne c r o i s , i l me semble, que dans ces 
q u a l i t e ' s - l a , au moins dans l ' a r t moderne - j e 
veux d i r e , (peut-etre) depuis Giotto.13 

I t i s c l o s e r to the t r u t h than M. Dupin's conjecture, that 
Giacometti has a s s i m i l a t e d a l l the tendencies and experimenta
t i o n s of h i s time and adapted those he found rele v a n t to h i s 
own purposes ."^ 

The monographs under d i s c u s s i o n s i m i l a r l y f a l l i n t o 
e r r o r by d e p i c t i n g Giacometti as e x i s t i n g i n a complete 
vacuum i n r e l a t i o n to the t r a d i t i o n of French a r t . The pro
p o s i t i o n that h i s i s an i s o l a t e d phenomena i s of course 
absurd. I t would be d i f f i c u l t to f i n d another a r t i s t w i t h 
so profound a f a m i l i a r i t y w i t h and i n s i g h t i n t o the h i s t o r y 
of Western a r t from i t s p r i m i t i v e beginnings to i t s contem
porary manifestations. P i e r r e Schneider i n h i s a r t i c l e 
"At the Louvre w i t h Giacometti" evokes f o r us the a r t i s t ' s 
powers to see and penetrate i n t o the masterworks of our 
t r a d i t i o n whatever be t h e i r age. Giacometti muses on Cimabue's 
" V i r g i n Surrounded by Angels" at the top of the main s t a i r 
case. 

This i s the p a i n t i n g I used to p r e f e r , to f i n d the 
t r u e s t . The brutes! They have put i t on the 
s t a i r c a s e . They have expelled i t from the Louvre. 
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I t i s impossible to be t r u e r to l i f e . 
Here ... i t i s those Roman excavations 
that changed G i o t t o . ... Here! what could 
be t r u e r , denser than the hands? They 
are more r e a l the Rembrandt's hands. 
What depth.15 

Schneider r e l a t e s h i s experience i n seeing the p a i n t i n g i n 
Giacometti's company: "Something p e c u l i a r now happens: I 
f o l l o w Giacometti's intense gaze and the V i r g i n ' s hands seem, 
to begin to grow l a r g e r . Soon I see only them. Theygenerate 
the v o i d around them.... We were l o o k i n g f o r a t h i n g 

16 
aspects; what we unexpectedly came upon i s space's depth." 

" I have j u s t about the whole Louvre stored i n my 
mind", says Giacometti; "room by room, p a i n t i n g by p a i n t i n g " . 
Chaldea, Payum, Egypt, Byzanthium, T i n t o r e t t o , Le Wain, 
Ce'zanne, everything. His assured command of the t r a d i t i o n 
of Western a r t harks back to h i s employment of the method 
of copying used by Western a r t i s t s since the Renaissance. 
He has copied p r a c t i c a l l y everything that has been done since 
the beginning of a r t ; f i r s t from reproductions, then from 
o r i g i n a l s during h i s t r a v e l s to Venice, Padua, A s s i s i , Rome, 
and at the Louvre. "In t r y i n g to copy a t h i n g , you see i t 
b e t t e r . I questioned each work i n t u r n , i n t e n s e l y , at l e n g t h . " 

17 
A r t he defines as "a means to see b e t t e r . " Only during the 
periods when he d i d not question r e a l i t y but r e t r e a t e d i n t o 
the world of memory and imagination d i d he stop going to the 
Louvre. 

I t should be unnecessary to have to s t r e s s that a 
man so aware of h i s t r a d i t i o n cannot escape i t s i n f l u e n c e . 
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He i s the acrobat who has copied what a l l previous acrobats 
have done and now must add to i t h i s own small c o n t r i b u t i o n . 
A d e f i n i t i v e c o n s i d e r a t i o n of Giacometti consequently must 
take i n t o account the t r a d i t i o n out of which he has emerged 
and a s c e r t a i n how he has expanded i t s f r o n t i e r s i n new and 
unexpected d i r e c t i o n s . I f i t s t i l l be maintained that 
Giacometti's a r t i s one of an extreme s i t u a t i o n , i t i s 
perhaps because the t r a d i t i o n i t s e l f has f a l l e n i n t o so extreme 

. . 18 a c r i s x s . 
Though no attempt w i l l be made to approach a d e f i n i t i v e 

e v a l u a t i o n of Giacometti's a r t , references w i l l be made to the 
past i n order to f i r m l y e s t a b l i s h the a r t i s t ' s place w i t h i n 
the t r a d i t i o n . But our researches w i l l not reach f a r back 
beyond Cezanne, whom Giacometti c i t e s as a major i n f l u e n c e . 
In connection w i t h Cezanne and h i s century our concern w i l l 
centre on the problem of ' r e a l i z i n g ' a work of a r t - from 
c i r c a 185 0 a s i g n i f i c a n t f a c t o r i n a r t c r i t i c i s m . The 
widening chasm between the a r t i s t ' s v i s i o n and h i s c a p a c i t y 
to r e a l i z e i t upon canvas or i n s c u l p t u r e , which the nineteenth 
century began t o d i s c e r n , reaches i t s c l i m a c t i c point i n 
Giacometti's a r t , i n which the s a t i s f a c t o r y r e a l i z a t i o n of 
v i s i o n has become i n h e r e n t l y impossible; i n which we are 
brought to the t h r e s h o l d of the clown's a r t . 



CHAPTER I I I 

The d i s c u s s i o n proper of Giacometti commences by-
i n d i c a t i n g the extreme c r i s i s h i s a r t i s t i c p u r s u i t has f a l l e n 
i n t o , and then traces the o r i g i n s of t h i s c r i s i s through h i s 
e a r l y years. 

The contemporary a r t i s t , who, l i k e the acrobat, wants 
to go a l i t t l e f u r t h e r towards p e r f e c t i n g h i s a r t - here to 
see b e t t e r - dangerously r i s k s f a i l i n g . In Ce'zanne's a r t i s t i c 
search, the give and take between man, canvas and nature 
l i t t l e by l i t t l e closed the d i s p a r i t y between h i s v i s i o n of 
an e t e r n a l t r u t h i n the o r d e r l i n e s s of nature and h i s 
i n t e l l e c t u a l and t e c h n i c a l capacity to t r a n s l a t e h i s v i s i o n 
i n t o p a i n t e r l y language. I f t o h i s death he s t i l l had not 
achieved f u l l r e a l i z a t i o n i n h i s work, he had the advantage 
of the s t a b i l i t y of an absolute. This i s denied to Giacometti. 
The r e s u l t of h i s dialogue w i t h m a t e r i a l and model has l e d , 
true, to greater knowledge, to greater t e c h n i c a l a b i l i t y , but 
not towards c e r t a i n t y . 

In 1935 Giacometti thought to do a few studie s from 
nature, " j u s t enough to understand the c o n s t r u c t i o n of a 
head, of a whole f i g u r e , " 1 so he took a model. This study, 
he expected, would take two weeks; he worked wi t h the model 
a l l day from 1935 t o 1940. He w r i t e s : 

Nothing was as I had imagined. A head 
(I q u i c k l y abandoned f i g u r e s , that would 



have been too much) became f o r me an 
object completely unknown and without 
dimension. Twice a year I began two 
heads, always the same ones, never complet
in g them, and I put my studies aside.2 

From the f i r s t time that Giacometti began to do a head to 
h i s l a s t work the mystery as to how t o reproduce a head never 
ceased to be. At moments even l a t e i n h i s career he would 
u t t e r w i t h despair i n h i s v o i c e that he had gotten no f u r t h e r 
than he was when he began as a boy. E v e n t u a l l y success or 
f a i l u r e became i r r e l e v a n t q u a n t i t i e s ; a l l that mattered was 
the sensation of working. To have accomplished something 
was to put aside h i s work f o r the day and be able t o go out
side and see r e a l i t y t o be j u s t a l i t t l e d i f f e r e n t . This 
became the purpose of a r t t o Giacometti; "even i f the p i c t u r e 
has l i t t l e sense or i s destroyed - I am the winner anyway. 
I have won f o r myself a new sensation, a sensation I have 
never known b e f o r e . " v 

No aim i s expressed here of producing p i c t u r e s and 
sculptures which w i l l seduce the eye w i t h t h e i r beauty. What 
matters i s the attempt to record whatever the a r t i s t sees; 
that which, wherever he looks, astonishes and s u r p r i s e s him, 
though he may not know e x a c t l y what i t i s he sees. " I have 
the impression or i l l u s i o n " , he w r i t e s , "that I am making 
progress every day. This i s what stimulates me, as i f one 
should at l a s t get to the point of understanding the secret 
of l i f e . " ^ But always the achievement i s the ropewalkers: 
one more miniscule step along the dreary road of the p o s s i b l e . 
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But, he says, "One continues, knowing very w e l l t h a t the 
nearest one gets to the ' t h i n g 1 , the f u r t h e r i t moves away. 
The distance between me and the model tends to grow s t e a d i l y ; 
the nearer one gets, the f u r t h e r the t h i n g moves away. I t 
i s an endless quest." 

An a r t which proposes to search f o r the "secret of 
l i f e i s n e i t h e r casual nor easy. On the contrary, i f we be
l i e v e the a r t i s t when he pronounces a purpose which normally 
would be deemed both pretentious and presumptuous - and we 
b e l i e v e Giacometti and grant h i s q u a l i f i c a t i o n s to devote him
s e l f to so profound a quest - then we are confronted w i t h 
an a r t so serious and committed that i t takes precedence over 
a l l e lse i n the a r t i s t ' s l i f e and becomes h i s l i f e . To paint 
and s c u l p t and to l i v e blend i n t o a s i n g l e a c t i o n . Again to 
quote Giacometti: 

In a way i t i s r a t h e r abnormal instead of 
l i v i n g t o spend one's time t r y i n g to copy a 
head, every evening to confine a person t o 
a c h a i r and to do so f o r f i v e years, t r y i n g 
to copy a person without succeeding, and to 
continue. This i s no a c t i v i t y one could 
c a l l e x a c t l y normal, i s i t ? One has to belong 
to a c e r t a i n s o c i e t y f o r i t t o be even 
t o l e r a t e d , f o r i n others i t could not be 
t o l e r a t e d . I t i s an a c t i v i t y which i s of no 
use to s o c i e t y as a whole. I t i s a purely 
i n d i v i d u a l s a t i s f a c t i o n . In f a c t , as such 
completely e g o t i s t i c a l and thus d i s p l e a s i n g . 
Any work of a r t i s completed completely f o r no
t h i n g . A l l time passes, so do a l l the geniuses, 
a l l the work, and i n the end, seen against the 
Absolute, f o r nothing. Were i t not f o r that 
immediate sensation i n the present that one 
experiences as one t r i e s to apprehend r e a l i t y . 
The adventure, the great adventure i s every 
day t o see something new emerge i n the same 
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face, and t h i s i s greater than any journey 
around the world.6 

L i k e the young Ce'zanne, Giacometti from the beginning 
v i t a l i z e s h i s work with strong, v i o l e n t personal emotions 
and d e s i r e s . But Cezanne was to d i s c o v e r that only by r i d d i n g 
h i s a r t of i t s blunt personal i n t e n s i t y , and of h i s romantic
ism and love of the impressive and exuberant - i n order to 
f i n d a quiet impersonal and c l a s s i c a l s t y l e - could he ever 
r e a l i z e i n h i s a r t that v i s i o n which he had developed of 
the u n i t y and oneness of nature. In h i s l a t e r work the 
a r t i s t ' s p e r s o n a l i t y i s withdrawn completely from h i s p a i n t 
i n g , even from the human body so that i t too becomes merely 
a form w i t h i n the e t e r n i t y of the n a t u r a l s e t t i n g . Giacometti, 
on the other hand, shows no d e s i r e t o depersonalize h i s a r t , 
i t i s an emotional a r t t o the end. Late i n h i s career he 
points to a s c u l p t u r e of a dog. "That i s me," he says. "One 
day I saw myself i n the s t r e e t j u s t l i k e t h a t . I was the 
dog."^ U n l i k e Cezanne whose a r t eventually became subjected 
to an e x t e r n a l impersonal metaphysical law, Giacometti con
tinues to see a r t as a personal quest. His r e l a t i o n to h i s 
model i s always a r e l a t i o n between subje c t s ; and subjects 
can only be understand through the a r t i s t ' s s e l f ; and the 
s e l f i n t u r n i s only defined i n terms of r e l a t i o n s to the 
other, which i s the a r t i s t ' s model. A r t consequently becomes 
a means f o r the search f o r s e l f . The a r t i s t ' s own statement: 
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Yes c e r t a i n l y , I do p i c t u r e s and s c u l p t u r e s . 
I always d i d , from the f i r s t time I drew or 
painted, to denounce r e a l i t y , to defend my
s e l f , to support myself, t o grow stronger 
i n order to S e t t e r defend myself, to s t r i k e 
more f o r c e f u l l y , to take a h o l d , i n a l l 
f i e l d s and i n a l l d i r e c t i o n s to gain as much 
ground as p o s s i b l e , t o protect myself against 
hunger, c o l d , death, to be as f r e e as p o s s i b l e , 
f r e e - with- the means today which appear to me 
most s u i t e d - to t r y t o understand b e t t e r , 
to understand b e t t e r so as to be f r e e r , f r e e r 
to the f u l l e s t ; t o squander my t a l e n t f o o f u l l y 
exert myself i n my c r e a t i v e work, t o experience 
adventure, to di s c o v e r new realms, to f i g h t my 
b a t t l e - f o r fun? f o r the t h r i l l ? - a b a t t l e 
f o r the pleasure of l o s i n g or winning.8 

Giacometti's c o n s i s t e n t f r u s t r a t i o n when t r y i n g to 
understand h i s model and i n ac h i e v i n g i t s ' l i k e n e s s * , as he 
c a l l s i t , i n m a t e r i a l , and the depth of h i s personal and 
emotional involvement are borne out by the h i s t o r y of h i s 
e a r l y years. Our i n t e r e s t here, however, i s i n h i s a r t i n 
i t s maturest expression, which obviates the need, i f w i t h i n 
the context of t h i s paper only, to be ove r l y obsessed w i t h 
r o o t i n g out the a c t u a l f a c t s of h i s h i s t o r y . Our emphasis 
on h i s mature s p i r i t u a l a t t i t u d e d i r e c t s our a t t e n t i o n more 
towards the a r t i s t ' s i n t e r p r e t a t i o n of h i s past. 

The primary source of b i o g r a p h i c a l d e t a i l s i s the 
aut o b i o g r a p h i c a l l e t t e r w r i t t e n to P i e r r e Matisse i n 1948. 
I f approaching the l e t t e r w i t h a s c i e n t i f i c a l l y h i s t o r i c a l 
a t t i t u d e we would h e s i t a t e more than a moment before accept
i n g i t s contents as f a c t . Written i n r e t r o s p e c t , from the 
point of view of Giacometti's s p i r i t u a l and a r t i s t i c develop
ment i n 1948 the l e t t e r i s undoubtedly an ordering of h i s 
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experiences seen from h i s present p o s i t i o n and i n t e r p r e t e d 
a c c o r d i n g l y . A h i s t o r i a n i n t e r e s t e d to e s t a b l i s h b i o g r a p h i c a l 
d e t a i l from which to draw p r e c i s e conclusions as to the 
development of and i n f l u e n c e upon the a r t i s t ' s s t y l e would 
have to conduct more d i r e c t s t u d i e s . Nevertheless there are 
important t r u t h s contained i n a document which i n d i c a t e s the 
a r t i s t ' s a t t i t u d e towards h i s d i r e c t i o n and achievement at. 
the moment of w r i t i n g . The experiences s e l e c t e d and the way 
i n which they are remembered are those which loom important 
t o the a r t i s t as a consequence of h i s present accomplish
ments. And 1948 was a s i g n i f i c a n t moment i n Giacometti's 
career; he had by then become p a t e n t l y aware of the impossible 
demands which h i s a r t was making. 

q 
We l e a r n from the l e t t e r to P i e r r e Matisse that from 

the very beginning Giacometti found i t d i f f i c u l t to record 
what he saw. During h i s stay i n Rome i n the very e a r l y 
twenties he had begun two busts. A f t e r s i x years of doing 
busts from l i f e , at home, and the Ecole des Beaux-Arts and 
the Ecole des A r t s - e t - M e t i e r s , both i n Geneva, a f t e r having 
f o r as long copied p a i n t i n g s and sc u l p t u r e from reproductions, 
T i n t o r e t t o s i n Venice, G i o t t o s i n Padua, Cimabues i n A s s i s i , 
and many more, suddenly now, he r e c a l l s ; " f o r the f i r s t time 
I could not f i n d my way. I was l o s t , everything escaped me, 
the head of the model before me became a cloud, vague and 
undefined." The d i f f i c u l t y d i d not i n the l e a s t subside when 
Giacometti entered Bourdelle's s t u d i o at the Academie de l a 
Grand Chaumierein P a r i s . I t became impossible to grasp the 
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e n t i r e f i g u r e ; "we were much"too cl o s e to the model, and i f 
one began on a d e t a i l , a h e e l , the nose, there was no hope 
of ever a c h i e v i n g the whole." Nor, he found, was i t any-
simpler to analyze a d e t a i l f o r here everything as w e l l was 
l o s t as the form d i s s o l v e d " i n t o granules moving over a deep 
black v o i d ; the distance between one wing of the nose and 
the other i s l i k e the Sahara, without end, nothing to f i x 
one's gaze upon, everything escapes. 

I t i s not to be supposed that Giacometti's d i f f i c u l t y 
d uring these years can be traced t o t e c h n i c a l incompetence. 
I t was not i n a b i l i t y to draw or shape wi t h h i s hands that 
hindered h i s t r a n s l a t i n g what he saw of the model onto paper 
or i n t o s c u l p t u r e . Years of copying the masters, of l e a r n 
i n g how Raphael or T i n t o r e t t o or Rubens or Ingres would 
depict the human body should have s.urved as adequate apprentice
sh i p to provide him w i t h s k i l l f o r d e p i c t i n g the model as / 
had done these, the greatest of h i s predecessors. I t was 
p r e c i s e l y here, however, that the d i f f i c u l t y l a y . Giacometti 
had discovered the divorce between c l a s s i c a l p r esentation 
and r e a l perception. The former could only be a p a r t i a l 
image of r e a l i t y , and that i s f a l s e ; and a t o t a l expression 
of r e a l i t y would by humanly impossible. T o t a l r e a l i s m too, 
consequently, i s impossible. 

Faced w i t h the dilemma of wanting to record t o t a l l y 
and f a i t h f u l l y h i s perception and yet r e a l i z i n g that such an 
act i s impossible the a r t i s t , according to Dupin, i s l e f t 
w i t h two a l t e r n a t i v e s , d i a m e t r i c a l l y opposed: The f i r s t i s 
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"to cast one's l o t with the impossible, t u r n one's back on 
r e a l i t y and s u b s t i t u t e the imaginary as a f i e l d of e x p e r i 
ence* the other ... i s an absurd and heroic obstinacy i n 
the p u r s u i t of that unseizable r e a l i t y . " 1 0 On Beckett's 
s c a l e then a l t e r n a t i v e s would both f a l l w i t h i n the realm of 
the p o s s i b l e i f on two d i f f e r e n t planes, and Dupin overlooks 
the other a l t e r n a t i v e of t u r n i n g to the impossible and 
admitting one's f a i l u r e before i t . The 1920's however, were 
not a period when the l a t t e r would have occurred as a s o l u t i o n . 
Futurism, Dada and Surrealism may have been d e s t r u c t i v e and 
a n t i - a r t but they were not resigned or d e f e a t i s t . Their 
d e s t r u c t i o n rose from hate against a dead t r a d i t i o n ; but out 
of t h e i r hate grew v i t a l i t y and r e s o l u t i o n , and confidence 
that l i f e could be b u i l t anew. I t was the avowed aim of 
Breton to change the world. One could be hard put to d i s 
cover a work of a r t from the 1920's i n France comparable i n 
s p i r i t to Waiting f o r Godot. 

So when Giacometti i n the mid-twenties d i d choose 
the f i r s t of the a l t e r n a t i v e s proposed by Dupin and turned 
from working from the model and r e a l i t y to the mind and the 
imagination, i t was out of defeat that he d i d so; but only 
out of defeat i n the realm of the e x t e r i o r world. I t i s im
p o s s i b l e that a young a r t i s t i n P a r i s i n the e a r l y twenties 
should not have been infused w i t h some of the v i g o r with 
which Breton, Aragon and Soupault i n t h e i r j o u r n a l La Revolution  
S u r r e a l i s t e had embraced the world of the i r r a t i o n a l , imaginary 
and f a n t a s t i c turns of mind. This newly discovered realm of 
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i n v e s t i g a t i o n which centered on the unconscious was a v e s s e l 
from which would be drawn new and e x c i t i n g t r u t h s about the 
nature and existence of man which would embrace the r e a l t o 
y i e l d the new absolute knowledge of the s u r r e a l . We can 
surmise that i t was with a s p i r i t of optimism and enthusiasm 
that Giacometti turned to the imaginary, hopeful of new 
t e r r i t o r y to i n f u s e h i s a r t with t r u t h s that r e a l i t y had wi t h 
h e l d . 

Even so, the r e j e c t i o n of the r e a l was only done with 
r e l u c t a n c e . While t u r n i n g from d i r e c t l y copying the model he 
s t i l l hoped to r e a l i z e a l i t t l e of what he had seen i n h i s 

11 
s t u d i e s of i t so "as a l a s t r e s o r t " he began t o work from 
memory. " I t r i e d to do what I could t o avoid t h i s catastrophe." , 
Working i n terms of mental conception l e d to f l i r t a t i o n w i t h 
current s t y l e s , Brancusi and p a r t i c u l a r l y Cubism ("one 
n e c e s s a r i l y had to touch i t " ) and the r e s u l t s he considers the 
c l o s e s t he had come to h i s v i s i o n s of r e a l i t y . S t i l l the v i s i o n 
was fragmentary (."I s t i l l l a c ked a sense of the whole") and the 
human body and face remained i n the foreground throughout h i s 
ten years i n Babylonian c a p t i v i t y , as he described i t . Rather 
than a r e l e a s e , Giacometti's excursion i n t o Surrealism seems to 
have been a p e r i o d of imprisonment. Dupin describes some of 
the q u a l i t y of the years (though t h i s of course i s i n t e r 
p r e t a t i o n through h i n d s i g h t . ) 
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When he evokes the human fa c e , and t h i s i s 
almost always the case, i t i s to t e l l 
p a s s i o n a t e l y again and again h i s powerlessness 
to a t t a i n i t . A d e f e a t i s t a t t i t u d e , w i t h which 
he t r i e s to persuade himself to renounce 
r e a l i t y without r e a l l y breaking with i t , but 
which i s s t i l l preparing unconsciously, deep 
w i t h i n him, to r e t u r n t o the v i s i b l e world. 1 

In the f i r s t ten years h i s work i s h i g h l y fraught with 
v i o l e n c e and emotional t e n s i o n . The undulating gentle wave-like 
h o r i z o n t a l s of Femme Couchee Qui Reve are stabbed by three 
slender prongs. Homme et Femme suspends us i n t h a t i n f i n i t e s i m a l 
f r a c t i o n of a moment before a c a t a s t r o p h i c act of v i o l e n c e . In 
Main P r i s e a t w i s t of the handle w i l l t e a r the thumb from the 
hand, and i n F l e u r en Danger the bow i s bent, the s t r i n g t a u t , 
t r i g g e r e d f o r r e l e a s e to shear the blossom from i t s stem. In 
Femme Egorgee the vi o l e n c e has happened and the woman writhes i n 
her death throes. The scul p t u r e s are f u l l of i r r e s o l u b l e f e a r 
f o r i n them the v i o l e n c e i s rushed to a climax where the 
impending horror i s held f i x e d , f o r e t e r n i t y a hovering t h r e a t . 

Fear and danger are transformed i n t o an ominous non-
d i r e c t e d anguish, quiet and i n e x p l i c a b l e , i n P r o j e t pour une  
place where s i x forms share a mutual i s o l a t i o n i n i s o l a t i o n ; 
and i n C i r c u i t i n which a b a l l must t r a v e l i n i t s groove, f o r 
an e t e r n i t y separated from i t s r e s t i n g p l a c e . The mystery of 
these o b j e c t s and of L'objet i n v i s i b l e i s a premonition of the 
f e e l i n g which he w i l l i n f u s e i n t o h i s post-war s c u l p t u r e s . 

However these objects may be admired as a e s t h e t i c 
o b j e c t s , Giacometti i n the end found them u n s a t i s f a c t o r y . As a 
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c o n s t r u c t o r he was s a t i s f i e d by the search f o r a b s t r a c t harmonies 

and f l a w l e s s s t r u c t u r e s ; as a poet o f the f a n t a s t i c he was 

absorbed by the capture of f l e e t i n g dreams and unconscious 

imagery and t h e i r r e v e l a t i o n of the emotional l i f e . N e v e r t h e l e s s , 

the d i s p a r i t y between these o b j e c t s , which appeared more and more 

u s e l e s s and g r a t u i t o u s , and l i f e tormented him. 

I saw anew the bodies t h a t a t t r a c t e d me i n 
r e a l i t y and the a b s t r a c t forms which seemed 
to me t r u e i n s c u l p t u r e but I wanted t o 
c r e a t e the former without l o s i n g the l a t t e r , 
very b r i e f l y put.13 

In 1933/34- the f i g u r e begins to r e t u r n . Nu and Homme Qui Marche 

partake o f the t a l l s lenderness of h i s l a t e r s c u l p t u r e , but are 

s t i l l products of the i m a g i n a t i o n with only a tenuous s u g g e s t i o n 

of r e a l i t y . E v e n t u a l l y he f e l t the need to do one o r two s t u d i e s 

from nature, " j u s t enough to understand the c o n s t r u c t i o n of a 

head, o f a whole f i g u r e V - two weeks' work he supposed, so i n 

1935 he took a model. The r e s u l t s are legend: he worked with 

the model a l l day every day f o r t e n y e a r s . 

During the l a s t p a r t of t h i s t en year p e r i o d , during 

the Occupation, Simone de Beauvoir had her f i r s t encounter with 

G i a c o m e t t i , who r e c a l l e d f o r her h i s experiences i n the middle 
1U 

t h i r t i e s . During two or three years he had become convinced 

t h a t the S u r r e a l i s t method, though i t produced work which 

appealed to Breton and h i s f r i e n d s , was g e t t i n g him nowhere; he 

wanted to r e t u r n t o what he regarded as contemporary s c u l p t u r e ' s 

r e a l problem - "the r e - c r e a t i o n of the human f a c e . " Breton 



apparently was shocked by t h i s a s s e r t i o n and exclaimed, 
"Everyone knows what a head i s ! " , a remark which Giacometti i n 
t u r n found somewhat shocking when, i n h i s o p i n i o n , no one had 
yet succeeded i n modelling or p o r t r a y i n g a v a l i d r e p r e s e n t a t i o n 
of the human countenance: "the whole t h i n g had to be s t a r t e d 
from s c r a t c h . " Giacometti was subsequently e x p e l l e d from the 
S u r r e a l i s t movement. Simone de Beauvoir continues her account: 

A f a c e , he t o l d us, i s an i n d i v i s i b l e whole, a 
meaningful and expressive u n i t y , butthe i n e r t 
m a t e r i a l of the a r t i s t , whether marble, bronze, 
or c l a y i s , on the c o n t r a r y , capable of 
i n f i n i t e s u b d i v i s i o n - each l i t t l e separate 
b i t c o n t r a d i c t s and destroys the o v e r - a l l 
p a t t e r n by the f a c t of i t s i s o l a t i o n . ! 5 

The problem has been s t a t e d - "the r e c r e a t i o n of the 
human face" - as have the necessary terms w i t h i n which a 
s o l u t i o n must be found: the i n d i v i s i b l e u n i t y of the human face 
and the o p p o s i t i o n of the m a t e r i a l w i t h which i t must be r e 
created. For the next t h i r t y years Giacometti w i l l s t r u g g l e wi 
f a n a t i c a l obsession to f i n d i t s s o l u t i o n . 



CHAPTER IV 

G i a c o m e t t i 1 s a r t i s t i c problem revolves around two 
concepts: The f i r s t i s the act of seeing ( a r t i s a "means to 
see b e t t e r " ) f o r what appears on the canvas must be a d i r e c t 
product of the a r t i s t ' s v i s i o n . The second i s the q u a l i t y of 
resemblance or l i k e n e s s 1 , which the a r t i s t i c work must possess 
i f i t i s to be a product of v i s i o n . Giacometti admires 
l i k e n e s s i n Laurens* s c u l p t u r e because the l a t t e r arouses the 

I I 2 same ra r e experience as does " l a r e a l i t e v i v a n t e " , and i t i s 
by not being able to achieve l i k e n e s s t h a t Giacometti f a i l s i n 
h i s a r t i s t i c p u r s u i t . But these concepts r e q u i r e a more 
p r e c i s e d e f i n i t i o n . 

Giacometti speaks of l i k e n e s s i n reference to f i g u r e s 
he was producing i n the e a r l y f o r t i e s a f t e r having returned t o 
working from memory i n order to summarize what he had learned 
from studying the model. "But wanting to create from memory 
what I had seen, to my t e r r o r the sc u l p t u r e s became smaller 

3 

and s m a l l e r , they had a l i k e n e s s only when they were s m a l l . " 
The s c a l e r e v o l t e d him, so p r e s e n t l y he set out to produce 
l a r g e r f i g u r e s . But these as w e l l seemed f a l s e and i n v a r i a b l y 
the smaller they became the more t r u t h they seemed to have. 
Later through drawing he d i d a r r i v e at l a r g e r f i g u r e s , but 
t h i s time to h i s s u r p r i s e "they achieved l i k e n e s s only when 
t a l l and slender." Likeness,then,is not some e a s i l y determined 
r e l a t i o n s h i p between model and sc u l p t u r e or p i c t u r e . I t i s a 
q u a l i t y which i s n e i t h e r pre-determined nor pre-imagined, but 
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one which achieves r e a l i z a t i o n as the work takes shape, and 
then s u r p r i s e s the a r t i s t w i t h i t s aspects, which do not 
n e c e s s a r i l y correspond to h i s expectations. But whatever 
s u b t l e t i e s may occur between the achievement of l i k e n e s s and 
i t s source, i t s source i s always i n what the a r t i s t sees. 

Likeness consequently i s not expression i n the sense 
of an attempt to convey or manifest a given emotion about the 
human f i g u r e . Giacometti's s t r i p p e d , scarred, hollow-eyed 
emaciates are i n no d i r e c t way mid-twentieth century counter
p a r t s of Munch's angst-ridden f i g u r e s of some f i f t y years 
e a r l i e r . The r e l a t i o n of Giacometti's a r t to the e x t e r i o r 
world i s much more d i r e c t . I t i s a copy of what i s ; o r , more 
p r e c i s e l y , i t i s the a r t i s t ' s v i s i o n (and t h i s not meant i n 
any m y s t i c a l way) of what i s out there beyond h i s sense organs 
- and as such i t s t r i v e s to resemble r e a l i t y . 

G i a c ometti, however, cannot be considered a r e a l i s t . 
I t i s a small p o i n t , perhaps, but an important one, that the 
term " r e a l i s m " has come to in c o r p o r a t e a c e r t a i n genre of 
r e a l i t y which of t e n resembles r e a l i t y very l i t t l e . " I I s ' a g i t 
toujours d'un realisme conventionnel, qui n'est que 
l ' a c a d e m i s m e . O r i g i n a l l y the r e a l i s t s thought t r u t h was to 
omit the s u b j e c t i v e from the reproduction of nature and 
describe what they saw without comment. This i s how Courbet 
describes r e a l i s m i n h i s "Manifeste 1861. 1 , 5 But soon the 
question of what e x a c t l y nature was had unavoidably to be r a i s e d 
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f o r w i t h i n the next h a l f century i n p a i n t i n g nature came to 
mean a whole number of t h i n g s . I t could r e f e r to the 
s i m p l i c i t y of r u r a l or lower c l a s s l i f e , or t o t h a t seedy part 
of the urban world which the average bourgeois p r e f e r r e d to 
overlook. Nature could mean the p h y s i c a l surface of objects 
and t h e i r i r i d e s c e n c e ; i t could be organized and arranged i n t o 
p a tterns or recorded i n i t s i r r e g u l a r i t y . In the f i n a l a n a l y s i s , 
the r e a l i s t s , and a f t e r them the i m p r e s s i o n i s t s , conceived of 
that part of the n a t u r a l world which was the subject f o r a r t 
as some form of surface q u a l i t y . By the time that Giacometti 
began to p a i n t r e a l i s m had come t o mean that which i s e a s i l y 
recognized, t h a t which represents e x t e r i o r r e a l i t y i n the most 
banal manner. 

And today i f asked to i d e n t i f y a r e a l i s t r e p r e s e n t a t i o n 
of a woman, most people would choose a Bouguereau over a 
Cezanne, and most c e r t a i n l y over a Giacometti. In speaking of 
the r e l a t i o n between the resemblance a t t r i b u t e d t o r e a l i s m and 
the e x t e r i o r world, Giacometti says: 

J ' a i des amis q u i pretendaient aimer P i c a s s o , 
parce q u ' i l ne f a i t pas "ressemblant". Les 
memes a f f i r m a i e n t cependant q u ' i l s voyaient 
l a r e a l i t e comme Bouguereau. Et i l s v o u l a i e n t 
absolument me f a i r e d i r e que c'est l a meme 
chose pour moi. S i c ' e t a i t v r a i , j e p r e f e r e r a i s 
Bouguereau a Picasso ou a Cezanne, puisque ce 
qui m'inte'resse dans toutes l e s p e i n t u r e s , c'e'st 
l a ressemblance: ce q u i me f a i t d e c o u v rir un peu 
l e monde e x t e r i e u r ! ^ 

He p o i n t s out tha t of a l l the p i c t u r e s he has seen, 
the ones which seemed most true t o h i s sensations of r e a l i t y 
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were c e r t a i n Egyptian p a i n t i n g s of t r e e s , which he too, as 
anyone would, thought too s t y l i z e d f o r such a cl a i m to be 
f e a s i b l e u n t i l he drew copies of them. The search f o r l i k e n e s s 
always p u l l s him back t o the a c t u a l experiences of drawing, 
p a i n t i n g and s c u l p t i n g , which are the only v a l i d methods of 
research f o r seeing r e a l i t y more p r e c i s e l y . But i t i s very 
d i f f i c u l t to see. 

You remember the b i g Bathers of Cezanne, where 
one of t-he heads i s almost a l i n e o f f i n the 
distance - fades to nothing? Or h i s p o r t r a i t 
The Boy i n the Red Waistcoat? People say the 
boy's arm i s too long, but that's not t r u e . 
On the con t r a r y , i t ' s very accurate, not at 
a l l exaggerated. I t ' s j u s t that we're so i n 
the h a b i t of l o o k i n g at things from the view 
point of c l a s s i c a l a r t and i t s i d e a l i z e d forms 
that we don't see anymore.7 

In order to approach l i k e n e s s i n a r t i t i s e s s e n t i a l 
to l e a r n to see fr e e of conventions: to see a female f i g u r e , 
not a Bouguereau; to see a landscape, not a P i s a r r o . This 
was the t r u t h Giacometti discovered while working from the 
model i n Bourdelle's s t u d i o , or e a r l i e r when under, h i s f a t h e r ' s 
d i r e c t i o n he would draw a s t i l l l i f e of f r u i t , only to discover 
that the image of the f r u i t appeared minute i n s p i t e of h i s 
e f f o r t s to draw i t " l i f e s i z e " . This p e c u l i a r i t y of v i s i o n 
which informed h i s work from h i s youth i n l a t e r years would 
command even h i s way of seeing an ordinary experience. "When 
I am outside a cafe and see people passing on the opposite 
pavement, I see them very s m a l l . " I n 1945, a f t e r the ten years 
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of concentrated study of the model, h i s way of seeing reached a 
climax. For the f i r s t time he not i c e d a profound schism between 
h i s v i s i o n i n the s t r e e t and photographic or cinematic v i s i o n . 
U n t i l t h a t day he went r e g u l a r l y to the cinema and would emerge 
again i n t o the s t r e e t and n o t i c e no,difference between the 
e x t e r i o r world and what happened on the screen. One was a 
co n t i n u a t i o n of the other. Then one day: 

au l i e u de v o i r un personnage sur l ' e c r a n , j ' a i 
vu des vagues taches n o i r e s q u i bougeaient. 
J ' a i regarde' l e s v o i s i n s e t , du coup, j e l e s a i 
vus comme j e ne l e s avais jamais vus. Le 
nouveau n ' e t a i t pas ce qui s'est passe sur 
l'e'cran: c'e'tait ceux q u i e t a i e n t a cote de moi. 
Ce j o u r - l a , j e me souviens t r e s exactement, en 
sortant boulevard du Montparnasse, d*avoir 
regarde l e boulevard comme j e ne 1'avais jamais 
vu. Tout e t a i t a u t r e , et l a prdfondeur et l e s 
o b j e t s , et l e s c o u l e u r s , et l e s i l e n c e ... 
Tout me semblait a u t r e , et tout a f a i t nouveau. 
... l a r e a l i t e ' s'est r e v a l o r i s e d , pour moi, du 
tout au t o u t ; e l l e devenait l'inconnu, mais, en 
meme temps, un inconnu merveilleux.9 

With the r e a l i z a t i o n of h i s transformed v i s i o n , each day he 
became more amazed at the i s o l a t i o n of t h i n g s , t h e i r smallness 
and d i s t a n c e , or t h e i r s i z e when c l o s e ; how they loomed up as 
g i g a n t i c forms b l o c k i n g h i s whole f i e l d of v i s i o n . 

Douglas H a l l would have i t that Giacometti's v i s i o n 
i s abnormal, f o r i n normal v i s i o n the a c t u a l image on the 
r e t i n a i s compensated f o r and adjusted by many d i f f e r e n t f a c t o r s . 
In Giacometti t h i s mechanism seems to be e r r a t i c i n i t s 

10 
behavior. S a r t r e understands Giacometti's v i s i o n i n terms of 
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h i s own personal experiences when he was f i r s t subjected to 
normal l i v i n g space a f t e r a long p e r i o d of imprisonment i n a 
c o n c e n t r a t i o n camp, where bodies were packed so c l o s e l y 
together that one forgot the d i s t i n c t i o n between one's own 
limbs and those of a neighbor. Sartre was overcome with 
agoraphobia and f e l t l o s t i n the deserts of space and the 
distance which separated him from f e l l o w beings i n s o - c a l l e d 
normal e x i s t e n c e . Giacometti's v i s i o n consequently becomes 
a s s o c i a t e d with the sense of a l i e n a t i o n and separation, which 
i s the scourge of post-war e x i s t e n t i a l i s t man.-*"1 These are 
explanations not without t r u t h , but there i s yet. another way 
of l o o k i n g at Giacometti's v i s i o n : i t i s , to quote Miche l 
L e i r i s , seeing without "the screen of c u l t u r e interposed 

12 
between eye and o b j e c t . " 

The c a p a c i t y f o r v i s i o n to l e t go of i t s conditioned 
h a b i t s of o r g a n i z i n g sense perception i n prder to see i n an 
unbiased manner i s e x e m p l i f i e d by a curious experience 
Giacometti had while Isaku Yanaihara was posing f o r him. 
During a long p e r i o d of concentrated study of the model Genet 
one day came i n t o the s t u d i o . Giacometti r e c a l l s that Genet 
looked very strange, "with such a round, very rosy face and 
puffed l i p s . " Diego entered and the a r t i s t had the same 
f e e l i n g about him, h i s face was very rosy and round and h i s 
l i p s p u f f y . Suddenly he r e a l i z e d why. He had studied Yanaihara 1s 
face f o r so long that i t had become a norm and f o r a moment he 
was seeing Diego and Genet as they looked to Yanaihara. " I 
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could see white people the way they must look to people who 
aren't w h i t e . " 1 3 This i s the p e c u l i a r i t y of Giacometti's 
v i s i o n , h i s c a p a c i t y to f r e e h i s seeing from the c o n d i t i o n e d , 
t r a d i t i o n a l c a t a g o r i e s , and h i s a b i l i t y to s h i f t h i s seeing to 
new u n a n t i c i p a t e d p o i n t s of view.. Such c l a r i t y of v i s i o n has 
n e c e s s i t a t e d the development of a r i g i d research procedure 
which, operating i n an i m p a r t i a l frame of mind, would give 
equal value to the whole range of sensation. A mind conditioned 
by t r a d i t i o n , on the other hand, would tend to s e l e c t from 
sensation t h a t which would r e i n f o r c e p r e s e n t l y e x i s t i n g 
patterns of p e r c e p t i o n . To p o s t u l a t e f o r Giacometti a v i s i o n 
of t o t a l p u r i t y , however, i s not the whole s t o r y . 

We n o t i c e , f o r i n s t a n c e , the s i m i l a r i t y of Giacometti's 
attenuated s c u l p t u r e s to the t a l l , s l e n d e r , g r a c e f u l f i g u r e s 
of Dahomey or E t r u s c i a ; and the s i m i l a r i t y i n r i g i d i t y of pose 

14 
and d i r e c t n e s s of gaze to the Kuro f i g u r e s of A r c h a i c Greece. 
At times i t i s as i f the f i v e or s i x c e n t u r i e s of Renaissance 
t r a d i t i o n a l c o n c e p t u a l i z a t i o n and form as nurtured i n C l a s s i c a l 
Greece has been s t r i p p e d away to a l l o w Giacometti to see man 
as he was seen by a r c h a i c and p r i m i t i v e man. Perhaps what we 
have c o n v e n t i o n a l l y looked at as s t y l e and a b s t r a c t i o n were 
r e a l l y c l e a r e r ways of seeing. Giacometti t e s t i f i e s to something 
of the s o r t when he says, "What I love i n the past i s e x a c t l y 
what i s most a l i k e to what I see, to my way of seeing, 
Chaldean s c u l p t u r e , f o r i n s t a n c e ; and I p r e f e r a thousand times 
Byzantine t o Western p a i n t i n g . " 1 5 At f i r s t glance, there i s a 
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c o n t r a d i c t i o n here. Likeness r e s u l t s from the a r t i s t ' s v i s i o n , 
which i s o r d i n a r y perception sharpened to absolute p u r i t y , 
f r e e of t r a d i t i o n and preconception. Yet the a r t which i s most 
l i k e what Giacometti sees, Egyptian, Chaldean, A r c h a i c , e t c . 
are " s t y l e s " i n a r t h i s t o r y , and s t y l e i m p l i e s the negation of 
o r d i n a r y perception i n favor of a r b i t r a r y i n v e n t i o n , s u b j e c t i v e 
imagination and n o n - i m i t a t i v e c r e a t i o n . Giacometti solves the 
dilemma n i c e l y . On a tour of the Louvre w i t h the a r t i s t , 
P i e r r e Schneider remarks that they are coming to the 'grandes 
machines' of David, Gros and company. "One step f u r t h e r , and 
we s h a l l be w i t h r e a l i s m . You must be happy." "Realism i s 
balderdash ...", r e p l i e s Giacometti. "Those who came c l o s e s t 
to the v i s i o n one has of things are those which a r t h i s t o r y 
c a l l s the 'great s t y l e s . ' " I t i s the works of the past which 
g e n e r a l l y are considered most d i s t a n t from r e a l i s m that he 
regards as c l o s e s t to i t . Anyone of us resembles a s c u l p t u r e 
from Egypt or the e x o t i c a r t of A f r i c a and Oceania more than 
anything done s i n c e . Yet people l i k e the former because they 
consider them wholly invented and because these works negate 
the e x t e r n a l world, the banal view of r e a l i t y , whereas they 
despise an academic Graeco-Roman head because i t i s ' l i f e 
l i k e . 1 Giacometti's reasons f o r p r e f e r r i n g ancient and 
p r i m i t i v e a r t over a 'conventional' head are j u s t the opposite: 

The most f a i t h f u l ' v i s i o n ' i s that provided by 
'style'.16 of course, nobody ever plans a s t y l e . 
For the Egyptians, t h i s would have been meaning
l e s s . They t r a n s l a t e d t h e i r v i s i o n of r e a l i t y 



45 

as c l o s e l y as p o s s i b l e . For them i t was a 
r e l i g i o u s n e c e s s i t y . I t was a matter of 
c r e a t i n g doubles as near as p o s s i b l e t o human 
beings. There e x i s t s an ancient t e x t , a k i n d 
of poem, which t a l k s about sculptures so t r u e 
that they seem l i v i n g and t h a t they are able to 
f r i g h t e n those who see them. The ' s t y l e 1 i n 
them i s revealed to us by another v i s i o n . 
Egypt has become a ' s t y l e ' i n our eyes because 
we see d i f f e r e n t l y . But f o r them ...there' 
could only be one c l e a r v i s i o n of the world: 
t h e i r own. The same was true f o r p r e - h i s t o r i c , 
Romanesque, and Polynesian a r t i s t s . They had 
no choice. Only one v a l i d v i s i o n of t h i n g s was 
a v a i l a b l e : t h e i r own. But to-day we know a l l 
the p o s s i b l e v i s i o n s and we c a l l these v i s i o n s 
' s t y l e s ' once they are a r r e s t e d i n time and 
space.17 

S t y l e , consequently, i s considered a d i r e c t r e s u l t of sharpness 
and f i d e l i t y of v i s i o n . Even so, Giacometti admits, i f he 
were to succeed i n making a head somewhat as he sees i t , i t 
would o b l i g a t o r i l y look ' s t y l i s h ' i n the eyes of other people. 
People look at h i s work and b e l i e v e i t something invented; 
the r e a l reason t h a t they look i s that h i s work comes c l o s e t o 
r e a l i z i n g h i s v i s i o n . On the other hand, "a r e a l i s t i c p i c t u r e 
i s a p i c t u r e too unreal to become ' s t y l i s h . ' The t r o u b l e with 

18 
i t i s t h a t i t doesn't look l i k e anything." 

Likeness i n Giacometti's terms r e f e r s to a much 
profounder resemblance than t h a t conveyed by r e a l i s m . Likeness 
r e s u l t s from true seeing, but not from pure sensation, i f by 
sensation i s meant the t o t a l i t y of uncensored sense impressions 
which s t i m u l a t e the eye. Seeing as a r e l e v a n t part of 
experience can never r e f e r to some s o r t of n e u t r a l p e r c e p t i o n , 
some purely p h y s i c a l r e a c t i o n w i t h i n the socket of the eye. 
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I t has no s i m i l a r i t y w i t h the instantaneous, mechanical 
o b j e c t i v i t y of the camera, f o r the camera lens does not 
r e g i s t e r d i s t a n c e , i t does not s e l e c t , i t only captures a 
myriad of u n d i f f e r e n t i a t e d i n f o r m a t i o n and cannot convey any 
of the q u a l i t y of i n n e r human experience. The eye, on the 
other hand, sees under the d i r e c t i o n of the b r a i n . Seeing i s 
informed by the whole depth of phenomena of human experience. 
I t i s as much a mental a c t i v i t y as i t i s a p h y s i c a l one 
because the b r a i n s o r t s out, s e l e c t s and d i r e c t s the data of 
perception which i s tr a n s m i t t e d from the eyes. The human eye 
w i l l always see through a v e i l of c o n t r o l l i n g h a b i t s so that 
i t tends to know what i t sees as i t sees. I t has been 
conditioned i n perception by the expectations of patterns set 
by past experience. This i s why we see a woman as a 
Bouguereau and a landscape as a P i s s a r r o . We are, so to speak, 
b l i n d e d by knowledge. 

Giacometti would seek to unblind v i s i o n and p u l l the 
v e i l of preconception from i n f r o n t of our eyes. His aim, 
however, i s not pure or u n d i f f e r e n t i a t e d v i s i o n , f o r t h i s i s 
i n h e r e n t l y impossible by the very nature of human percep t i o n . 
Furthermore, to render v i s i o n n e u t r a l would be t o dehumanize 
i t , and to s t r i p i t of whatever i s r e l e v a n t and i n t e r e s t i n g to 
a r t . Giacometti i s not i n t e r e s t e d i n doing s c i e n t i f i c research 
i n t o the nature of the world. What he searches f o r i s knowledge, 
as he says, of the "secret of l i f e " ; and that i s not a 
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d i s i n t e r e s t e d search. 
Man i s not i n t e r e s t e d i n sense impressions, except i n 

so f a r as they can be i n t e r p r e t e d i n terms of h i s concepts 
about the e x t e r n a l and i n t e r n a l worlds which s u r v i v a l 
n e c e s s i t a t e s t h a t he develop. These concepts, which are shaped 
by t r a d i t i o n , c u l t u r e and personal experience, must not be 
allowed to s o l i d i f y and become absolute. The human mind has 
the c a p a c i t y to set up patterns of conditioned a t t i t u d e s and 
r e a c t i o n s which f a c i l i t a t e l i v i n g , and at the same time 
maintain a c r i t i c a l a t t i t u d e towards these p a t t e r n s , s u b j e c t i n g 
them to constant r e i n t e r p r e t a t i o n according to the incessant 
bombardment of new sense impressions. V i g i l a n t e x e r c i s e of 
t h i s c a p a c i t y allows a continuous r e v a l u a t i o n and r e o r g a n i z a t i o n 
of the whole f a b r i c of experience and a t t i t u d e s toward the 
e x t e r n a l and i n t e r n a l l i f e and prevents mental patterns from 
c o n d i t i o n i n g themselves i n t o r i g o r m o r t i s . Man's v i s i o n , 
consequently, w i l l always express i t s e l f i n terms of an 
o r g a n i z a t i o n of a t t i t u d e s understood i n terms of the most 
recent r e v e l a t i o n s of experience. By maintaining h i s mind on 
constant a l e r t , f r e e l y r e c e p t i v e to new impressions, man 
escapes from being l u l l e d to sleep by yesterday's conceptions, 
which are today's c l i c h e s . This i s true v i s i o n , as Giacometti 
envisages i t : manifested i n the courage to "without a second's 
h e s i t a t i o n to e f f a c e the work of the day before because", says 
he, "everyday I f e e l I see f u r t h e r ... And i f I see more c l e a r l y 
afterwards, i f as I go out I see r e a l i t y j u s t to be a l i t t l e 
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d i f f e r e n t , then ... I am the winner." Likeness i s a product 
of true v i s i o n and s t y l e i s the h i s t o r i c a l denotation f o r 
l i k e n e s s as i t was seen through the temperaments of other ages. 

As a p o s t s c r i p t t o t h i s chapter, i t i s i n t e r e s t i n g to 
note how l i t t l e Cezanne's concept of a r t i s t i c v i s i o n d i f f e r s 
from Giacometti's. Gauss quotes Venturi's argument that 
Cezanne's theory l e t s " v i s i o n appear i n i t s s e n s i b l e p u r i t y " ^ 0 

and h i s r e f u t a t i o n of V e n t u r i i s e s s e n t i a l l y a r e i t e r a t i o n of 
the d i s c u s s i o n of v i s i o n i n r e l a t i o n to Giacometti i n t h i s 
chapter. Whatever i s the s e n s i b l e p u r i t y of v i s u a l perception? 
There i s no absolute resemblance between things as they are 
and the way i n which we see them. "The appearance of o b j e c t s 
depends on the t o t a l v i s u a l f i e l d i n which they are found and 
upon the d e f i n i t e a t t i t u d e s and experiences, i n s h o r t , upon the 

21 
t o t a l o r g a n i z a t i o n of the observer." 

Cezanne, too, had reacted to r e a l i s m , d i s s o c i a t i n g 
h i mself from Manet and the i m p r e s s i o n i s t s because he was 
d i s s a t i s f i e d with the f a c i l i t y and s u p e r f i c i a l i t y of t h e i r work. 
As Giacometti was to do a h a l f century l a t e r , Cezanne devoted 
h i s a r t to the discovery and e l a b o r a t i o n of a deeper t r u t h as 
he discovered i t i n nature, i n c o n t r a s t to what convention 
regarded as t r u e . Whatever i t be, an apple, a head, a mountain, 



"Je pars neutre", he s a i d , a b s t r a c t i n g himself from a l l pre
conceived i d e a s , wishing to render h i s v i s i o n more p r e c i s e l y . 

In c o n t r a s t t o the f a c i l e surface c h a r a c t e r i s t i c s of 
impressionism, Cezanne sought to discover something deeper and 
more absolute i n the e x t e r i o r world. The r e s u l t of these 
researches towards a new conception of the nature of th i n g s 
was the r e v e l a t i o n of an unchangeable i n t e r r e l a t i o n s h i p and 
u n i t y i n nature on which the very existence of things depended: 
"The permanent and harmonious d i s p o s i t i o n of objects and space 

23 
governed by t h e i r being together." This was an i n t e l l e c t u a l 
concept, a v i s i o n ordered according to c e r t a i n r e l i g i o u s , 
metaphysical and s c i e n t i f i c precepts a v a i l a b l e to Cezanne at 
the end of the nineteenth century. By t a k i n g the v i s u a l 
d i s c o v e r i e s o f the i m p r e s s i o n i s t s and imposing on them h i s 
i n t e l l e c t u a l o r d e r i n g , he discovered a new way of seeing. 
There i s revealed here a combination of v i s u a l innocence and 
i n t e l l e c t u a l s o p h i s t i c a t i o n at work which has r e a l relevance to 
the a r t of Giacometti. 



CHAPTER V 

Cezanne's and Giacometti's comparable devotion t o 
v i s i o n f r e e from preconceptions and to a search f o r absolute 
t r u t h a l s o suggests a s i m i l a r i t y i n a c t u a l working procedure. 
Both, i n f a c t , approach a r t i n a very s c i e n t i f i c manner. 

Ce'zanne sought to e s t a b l i s h from nature a p r i n c i p l e 
d e r i v e d , not from mere perception of i t s a c c i d e n t a l q u a l i t i e s , 
but from the primary q u a l i t i e s of nature, which would be to 
a r t what mathematics i s to physics. These q u a l i t i e s , as h i s 
v i s i o n detected them, were volumes and the r e c e s s i v e 
j u x t a p o s i t i o n of planes as given l i n e a r and a e r i a l p e r s p e c t i v e 
he decided to t r e a t nature "by the c y l i n d e r , the sphere and t h 
cone.""'" The f o r m u l a t i o n of an i n t e l l e c t u a l p r i n c i p l e , however 
d i d not r e s u l t i n h i s r e t r e a t to the studio to p a i n t landscape 
out of h i s imagination and according to h i s p r i n c i p l e s . I f he 
approached h i s sensations from a predetermined point of view, 
he worked l i k e a s c i e n t i s t w i t h a hypothesis. Because of the 
overwhelming d i v e r s i t y of nature i t was e s s e n t i a l that the 
a r t i s t , l i k e the s c i e n t i s t , approach h i s sensations according 
to some or d e r i n g p r i n c i p l e . I f Cezanne p o s i t e d f o r nature a 
wholeness, and a standing together of o b j e c t s w i t h i n i t i n a 
permanent u n i t y , t h i s hypothesis was t e s t e d by continuous 
reference to nature. With obsession, he r e f e r r e d time and 
again to the same s u b j e c t , whether i t was Madame Cezanne or 
Mont S a i n t e - V i c t o i r e . 



Giacometti's methods, as we s h a l l see, are as r i g i d . 
A b r i e f d i s c u s s i o n of h i s p r e c i s e working procedures w i l l 
l ead to an a n a l y s i s of the b a s i c elements of h i s a r t , which 
are distance and se p a r a t i o n . These c h a r a c t e r i s t i c s are bas i c 
to the works not only as p h y s i c a l o b j e c t s , but as presences 
which we approach on an emotional and p s y c h o l o g i c a l l e v e l . 
The fundamental elements of distance and separation i n 
Giacometti's works u l t i m a t e l y e x p l a i n the impasse which h i s 
a r t has reached. 

Giacometti's method of working i s one of experimenta
t i o n , drawing of co n c l u s i o n s , r e q u e s t i o n i n g , a reforming of 
conclusions and so on through the c y c l e ad i n f i n i t u m . This 
process a p p l i e s not only i n the c r e a t i o n of each i n d i v i d u a l 
work, but as w e l l to h i s l i f e t i m e development as an a r t i s t . 
His e a r l y years at Bourdelle's studio were ones of 
experimentation i n terms of working d i r e c t l y from the model. 
And i f he got c a r r i e d away i n h i s s u r r e a l i s t a c t i v i t i e s , 
these at l e a s t began as a period of r e s o r t to memory i n order 
to formulate a l i t t l e of what he had seen. In 1935, to re g a i n 
touch w i t h r e a l i t y , he returned to d i r e c t study, but the 
f o r t i e s again r e q u i r e d a per i o d of summation and formulation 
of c o n c l u s i o n s . This was the per i o d of the t i n y f i g u r e s which 
r e a l i z e d l i k e n e s s only as they disappeared i n t o dust. These 
were found to be u n s a t i s f a c t o r y and f u r t h e r study was r e q u i r e d . 
Thus a l t e r n a t i n g between d i r e c t study and memory and as w e l l 



between p a i n t i n g , sculpture and drawing, he continued a 
r e l e n t l e s s search f o r l i k e n e s s , t u r n i n g to whichever method 
or medium was necessary to solve the problem on hand. 

On another l e v e l , each p i c t u r e and each sculpture i s 
a study which could go on f o r an indeterminate time-period of 
questioning and requestioning h i s v i s i o n of the model; 
des t r o y i n g and beginning a f r e s h each time a new i n s i g h t i n t o 
the r e a l i z a t i o n of h i s v i s i o n i s discovered; an i n s i g h t which, 
i n t u r n , w i l l l e a d to sharper and p r e c i s e r seeing, and then t o 
d e s t r u c t i o n and requ e s t i o n i n g and so on. 

I t could be claimed t h a t Giacometti i s d u l l i n h i s 
constant r e t u r n over the l a s t t h i r t y years to the same few 
problems, the same models, the same devices, "reapplying 
himself w i t h remarkable patience and for c e to an imagery 
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already f a m i l i a r and to a r t i s t i c devices long e s t a b l i s h e d . " 
Annette, C a r o l i n e , the a r t i s t ' s ' m o t h e r , Diego, almost 
e x c l u s i v e l y have been h i s models during the three decades, 
with a few s t i l l l i f e s and some landscapes i n t e r s p e r s e d here 
and there. A l i s t of subjects to be complete would be very 
s h o r t , and a few predominate almost to e x c l u s i o n : head or bust, 
seated f i g u r e , standing f i g u r e , plus groups and the walking 
f i g u r e . And even wi t h these r a d i c a l r e s t r i c t i o n s , the degree 
of r e d u c t i o n of the subject matter i t s e l f i s remarkable. The 
f i g u r e s stand r i g i d l y at a t t e n t i o n , face f r o n t , g e s t u r e l e s s , 
except f o r the gaze of t h e i r eyes; the seated f i g u r e s are 
placed on a s t o o l i n f r o n t a l pose, legs crossed, hands i n l a p . 



In the p a i n t i n g s the f i g u r e i s placed r i g i d l y and symmetrically 
i n the centre; background and s e t t i n g are given only cursory 
treatment, l i g h t and c o l o r are i r r e l e v a n t . Few a r t i s t s have 
so v i o l e n t l y reduced t h e i r human f i g u r e s . Only Samuel Beckett 
comes to mind. His characters are s t r i p p e d of a l l occasion, 
of p l a c e , of time, of memory or b e l i e f or knowledge, even of 
p h y s i c a l body; reduced to whatever i t be, mind or s o u l , which 
i s the f i n a l source of e x i s t e n c e . 

Giacometti*s s i t t e r s have t e s t i f i e d t o the p r e c i s i o n 
with which he approached even h i s very r e s t r i c t e d and meagre 
subject matter. Jean Genet, James Lord and Isaku Yanaihara 
a l l r e p o r t how h i s preparations f o r a s i t t i n g were as r i g i d as 
i f he were s e t t i n g up an e l a b o r a t e , p r e c i s e l y c o n t r o l l e d 
s c i e n t i f i c experiment. From Yanaihara's j o u r n a l : 

La place de l a chaise e s t marquee sure l e plancher 
a l a peinture rouge. Cela l e rend t r e s nerveux. 
Quand je pose sur l a chaise que j ' a i placee ' 
soigneusement a l a place marquee, i l me demande: 
"Etes-vous sur d'etre a l a bonne place?" Je l u i 
assure que o u i , mais en v a i n ; i n q u i e t , i l se leve 
pour v e n i r v e r i f i e r lui-meme l a p o s i t i o n de l a 
chais e . . . . I I n'y a pas que l a place de l a chaise 
qui l e rende nerveux. La hauteur de sa t o i l e l e 
tourmente a u s s i t o u j o u r s . Pour l a c h a i s e , i l 
s u f f i t de respecter l a marque p e i n t e , mais l a 
hauteur de l a t o i l e n'est pas f i x e e a l'avance. 
Car l a hauteur " j u s t e " v a r i e selon l e progres du 
t r a v a i l . On peut a j u s t e r l a hauteur du chevalet 
a p l u s i e u r s niveaux, mais Giacometti n'etant pas 
s a t i s f a i t de ces hauteurs approximatives, i l a 
place' sous l a t o i l e un peu de l ' a r g i l e dont i l se 
ser t pour l a s c u l p t u r e . Au cours de son t r a v a i l , 
s ' i l trouv>e fausse l a hauteur de l a t o i l e , i l 
ajoute ou r e t i r e un peu de c e t t e a r g i l e . La 
distance q u i separe l e p e i n t r e du modele etant 
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f i x e par l a place i n t a n g i b l e de l a c h a i s e , i l ne 
peut peindre son modele que dans une c e r t a i n e 
p o s i t i o n et a une c e r t a i n e dimension, s ' i l 
veut l e peindre exactement comme i l l e v o i t . 
Par consequent l e changement de p o s i t i o n de l a 
t o i l e determine l e changement de 1'espace autour 
du p o r t r a i t . Le changement des caracteres du 
visage provoque l e changement de 1*espace q u i 
1'entoure et n e c e s s i t e l e changement de l a 
hauteur de l a t o i l e . Mais comment tr o u v e r l a 
hauteur "juste"?3 

In order to i s o l a t e the e s s e n t i a l t r u t h s i n h i s 
v i s i o n of the e x t e r i o r world, Giacometti has organized the 
s t r i c t e s t working procedures and has reduced h i s subject 
matter to the barest minimum. Within t h i s s i t u a t i o n , with 
work commenced, he e s t a b l i s h e s a remarkably c l o s e i d e n t i t y 
w ith h i s model. Lord describes how one day the a r t i s t ' s 
f o o t a c c i d e n t a l l y s t r u c k the catch which holds the e a s e l 
s h e l f at the proper l e v e l so t h a t i t f e l l a foot or two. 
"Oh excuse me!" he s a i d as i f he had apologized f o r causing 
the model to f a l l , r a t h e r than the p a i n t i n g . "That's e x a c t l y 

4 

what I did f e e l , " he r e p l i e d to Lord's observation. 
The anecdote i n d i c a t e s Giacometti's f e e l i n g s towards 

h i s work i n r e l a t i o n to the model. In a sense, he 
d i f f e r e n t i a t e s l i t t l e between the two. I f h i s p h y s i c a l 
distance from the model and the f i g u r e on the canvas d i f f e r s , 
h i s v i s u a l distance from them and t h e i r s i z e are the same. 
The s i z e of the f i g u r e on the canvas corresponds to the s i z e 
of the image at the end of the v i s u a l cone running between 
Giacometti's eyes and the model. Normal v i s i o n would c o r r e c t 
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the r e t i n a l image so that the d i s t a n t head would not be 
perceived s m a l l , but l i f e s i z e and d i s t a n t . But Giacometti i s 
f r e e d from the normal conceptual adjustment and h i s copy of 
the head on canvas r e f e r s t o the s t r i c t l y v i s i b l e . This 
c a p a c i t y to see without preconception a l s o e x p l a i n s the steep 
pe r s p e c t i v e i n many of h i s p a i n t i n g s . This i s p a r t i c u l a r l y 
emphasized i n those done from d i r e c t study and causes the more 
d i s t a n t head to seem d i s p r o p o r t i o n a t e l y small and the nearby 
body and legs to loom up l a r g e i n c o n t r a s t . In e x p l a n a t i o n , 
Giacometti p o i n t s out that among scul p t u r e s produced by e a r l y 
c i v i l i z a t i o n s and p r e h i s t o r i c man, there i s a f a i r l y common 
s i z e f o r a f i g u r e and f o r a head and t h i s i s very s m a l l . " I 
t h i n k t h i s was purely and simply the s i z e which i n s t i n c t i v e l y 
was to hand - the s i z e one r e a l l y sees t h i n g s . With l a t e r 
developments, v i s i o n got transformed by the mind i n t o concept. 
I can do your head l i f e - s i z e because I know i t ' s l i f e s i z e . " 

Inherent i n seeing as p r e c i s e l y and a c c u r a t e l y as 
p o s s i b l e i s the r e a l i z a t i o n t h a t a l l seeing i s done at a 
d i s t a n c e : A head i s not seen l i f e - s i z e because i t i s seen 
across the distance that separates i t from the a r t i s t . 
Experience reminds us of the s i g n i f i c a n c e of t h i s f a c t , f o r 
the object seen may a l t e r i t s aspect e n t i r e l y with a change i n 
d i s t a n c e . At two steps a f i g u r e looms up before us and we have 
no concept of the t o t a l i t y or u n i t y of i t s forms; we are too 
overwhelmed by the m u l t i p l i c i t y of d e t a i l . At a great distance 
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the d e t a i l s become absorbed into the whole and the greater the 

distance the more the d e t a i l s disappear, u n t i l eventually the 

object i t s e l f vanishes into a t i n y , unidentifiable speck. 

Vision performed with s c i e n t i f i c precision cannot overlook 

t h i s simple truth. Consequently, a r t , i f i t wishes to re

produce what i s seen, must incorporate into i t s image the 

distance between a r t i s t and model. Painting which has always 

been confronted with the problem of representing three 

dimensions on a two-dimensional surface has long been aware of 

t h i s . The distance between the figures i n a painting and the 

eyes of the observer never changes whether we see the painting 

from one foot or twenty feet away. This distance i s t o t a l l y 

imaginary but an i n t e g r a l part of the painting. 

The same truth has not been recognized by sculpture, 
6 

as Sartre explains, f o r sculptors have always worked i n 

three-dimensional space. But whereas the product, the 

sculptured f i g u r e , was imaginary, they thought they were 

working with r e a l dimensions. The r e s u l t , due to the confusion 

of r e a l and imaginary space, i s that sculptors produced the 

model as over there instead of the model seen from here, ten 

feet away. The r e s u l t gives r i s e to constant confusion between 

r e a l i t y and i l l u s i o n . For i f the sculptor produces here the 

model as i t i s over three, rather than as he sees i t from here, 

then i t must conform to a l l the v i s u a l experience which the 

model y i e l d s . Sartre: "Ten steps away from her, I form a 
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c e r t a i n image of a nude woman, i f I approach and look at her at 
close range, I no longer recognize her; the c r a t e r s , c r e v i c e s , 
c r a c k s , the rough, black herbs, the greasy s t r e a k s , the l u n a r 
orography i n i t s e n t i r e t y simply cannot be the smooth, f r e s h 

7 

s k i n I was admiring from a d i s t a n c e . " I f the s c u l p t o r i s to 
i m i t a t e the model as i t i s over t h e r e , he would have to 
incorporate i t s appearances at a l l distances - an impossible 
t a s k . Instead, the statue resembles n e i t h e r what the model i s 
nor what the s c u l p t o r sees, but a c o n t r a d i c t o r y compromise 
between the two, presenting c e r t a i n d e t a i l s not v i s i b l e from 
so f a r away as i f they d i d e x i s t and n e g l e c t i n g others that do 
e x i s t as i f they were unseen. The r e s u l t i s a c o n s t r u c t i o n 
according to what i s a c o n v e n t i o n a l l y acceptable f i g u r e . To 
e x t r i c a t e himself from t h i s muddle, Giacometti found i t 
necessary to r e s t r i c t h i m s e l f to one distance - the absolute 
distance of p a i n t i n g , which i s an imaginary, i n d i v i s i b l e space 
always separating the viewer from the s c u l p t u r e by the same 
distance t h a t the s c u l p t o r was separated from the model. 

The c l o s e r one approaches a c l a s s i c a l s t a t u e , the more 
the d e t a i l s are revealed u n t i l when c l o s e enough the statue 
can meaningfully be examined part by part i n terms of the 
d e t a i l s . The experience when confronted by one of Giacometti's 
f i g u r e s i s q u i t e d i f f e r e n t . At a c e r t a i n distance from Venice  
Woman V I I I , the eye f o l l o w s s e n s i t i v e l y the curvature of the 
b r e a s t s , the narrow intake of the w a i s t , broadening g e n t l y i n t o 
the bulge of the stomach below, the shape of hips and t h i g h s ; 
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even f a c i a l features and bone s t r u c t u r e are imagined. 
Approaching the f i g u r e , however, does not b r i n g i t i n t o sharper 
focus, r e v e a l i n g d e t a i l s ready f o r a n a l y s i s . Instead, e v e r y t h i n g , 
c h a r a c t e r i s t i c s of face and body disappears, l e a v i n g only great 
hollows and ridges of squeezed p l a s t e r or t h e i r bronze equivalent. 
The o r i g i n a l absolute distance between a r t i s t and model r i g i d l y 
c o n t r o l s our perception of the s t a t u e . 

Distance i m p l i e s depth i n space, but i n s c u l p t u r e depth 
i s i n h e r e n t l y understood f o r the object d e a l t w i t h i s three-
dimensional. I t i s i n p a i n t i n g consequently t h a t Giacometti's 
obsession with depth can most d e c i s i v e l y be observed. 
I n t e r e s t i n g l y , h i s preoccupation with space on the two-
dimensional surface of the canvas, so contrary to most 
contemporary trends i n p a i n t i n g , can be t r a c e d back to Cezanne, 
who as w e l l i s given c r e d i t f o r having i n i t i a t e d the r e a l i z a t i o n 
that the canvas i s a f l a t plane and not a window to look through. 

9 
In the p a i n t i n g of Annette, 1951 the double frame i s the f i r s t 
i n d i c a t i o n t h a t we are l o o k i n g through i n t o a space behind the 
canvas. Next, a perspective system i s vaguely suggested by 
diagonals running from the bottom corners of the p i c t u r e towards 
the r e a r corner of the s t u d i o . In the t r i a n g u l a r space thus 
depicted Annette i s seated on a c h a i r very c l o s e to the edge of 
the frame. She i s seen i n very steep p e r s p e c t i v e ; her head i s a 
small concentrated sphere deep i n space whereas her legs and 
f e e t are l a r g e and very c l o s e . There i s some ambiguity i n the 
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l a t t e r , however, f o r her f e e t , which should be touching the inner 
frame of the p i c t u r e , have been demolished w i t h those l a r g e grey 
brush strokes that he uses to 'undo' what he has p r e v i o u s l y 
f i n i s h e d . Perhaps the p a i n t i n g of those f e e t was an i n s o l u b l e 
problem. I t seems that they would protrude out towards one, 
very c l o s e , but where would they go? The legs of the c h a i r seem 
as w e l l to r e s t on the very edge of the frame. The sensation of 
l o o k i n g at Annette i s not u n l i k e seeing someone through a 
reversed p a i r of t h i c k eyeglasses or a small t e l e s c o p e . The 
f u r t h e r away an object i s the smaller i t becomes and the v a s t e r 
the space i n which i t e x i s t s . Annette's corner of the studio i s 
t i n y but so empty t h a t she i s immeasurably separated from the 
c l u t t e r of objects l i n i n g the w a l l s . Volumes of space l i e 
behind and around her. And as the eye moves away from the centre 
of her body, the dashing quick l i n e s which define her open up and 
mingle with the space around her. This grey-green l i q u i d space 
which f l o o d s the room, f r e e z i n g the objects e t e r n a l l y i n t o t h e i r 
p l a c e , penetrates and c i r c u l a t e s the c o n f i g u r a t i o n s of her body. 
She i s not set a g a i n s t the objects and w a l l s of the s t u d i o , but 
i s suspended i n the middle of i t s space. 

Further i n s i g h t s i n t o Giacometti's methods and a r t i s t i c 
10 

language are revealed v i a a close-up: a drawing of a Head, 1961 
Here there i s no time to l i n g e r over the d e t a i l s of f a c i a l 
f eatures or f o l l o w t h e i r c o n f i g u r a t i o n i n terms of d e l i c a t e l y 
drawn contours. Instead, r a p i d , almost s c r i b b l e d , l i n e s i n an 
i n s t a n t seem to capture the wholeness of the face. Through an 



accumulation of s w i f t strokes of the p e n c i l the face becomes 
denser and denser u n t i l i t seems a t i g h t l y wound mass. But 
again space and boundary i n t e r m i n g l e so that the head seems 
suspended i n the i n f i n i t e v o i d of the white paper. I t partakes 
of the space around i t but i s a t o t a l to i t s e l f , absolute and 
i n v i o l a b l e . 

V i a t h i s image of s c r i b b l e d , c i r c l i n g l i n e s , each of 
which cancels the importance of the others so that no s i n g l e 
l i n e serves as a d e f i n i n g contour but i s subordinated to the 
t o t a l impression, Giacometti begins to re- c r e a t e a head as he 
sees i t i n i t s wholeness. The d e t a i l s too, however, enchant 
him - the eye i n the face or the moss on a t r e e . "Yet no more 
than the whole f o r how to d i f f e r e n t i a t e between the d e t a i l and 
the whole? I t i s the d e t a i l s that form the whole ... determine 
the beauty of the form."1"'" 

He continues: 

When I see a head from very f a r , I have the 
impression of a sphere. When I see i t from 
very c l o s e , i t ceases to be a sphere and 
becomes extremely complex i n depth. One 
enters i n t o a being. Everything seems t r a n s 
parent, one sees through a skel e t o n . The main 
insurmountable obstacle i s to grasp the whole* 
as w e l l as what one might c a l l the d e t a i l s . 1 2 

The emotional i m p l i c a t i o n s of Giacometti's a r t which 
a r i s e from the dramatic c o n f r o n t a t i o n of a r t i s t and model must 
not be f o r g o t t e n i n t h i s context. Giacometti i s never merely 
an o b j e c t i v e observer and would d i s d a i n to represent a head as 



an A r c i m b o l d i archipelago of d i f f e r e n t i a t e d p a r t s . A head i s 
not the a d d i t i o n of two eyes, two ears, a mouth, a c h i n , cheeks, 
forehead e t c . , but a synogy of these f e a t u r e s . A face w i l l 
always be a whole f o r man i s a s i n g l e u n i f i e d being. A r e t u r n 
to the drawing discussed above re v e a l s a head with a l l the 
f a c i a l c h a r a c t e r i s t i c s , but they are only ambiguously described 
and l a c k , f o r i n s t a n c e , the c l a r i t y and d e f i n i t i o n of contour 
of an Ingres p o r t r a i t . The c r i s s - c r o s s of l i n e s i n t e r a c t t o 
shape the parts of the face but the l i n e s do not stop a f t e r 
performing the f u n c t i o n of d e s c r i b i n g an eye but run on to 
mingle w i t h the whole of the f a c e . 

U n i t y , however, cannot e x i s t independently of an 
o r g a n i z i n g f a c t o r . In Giacometti t h i s f a c t o r i s a l i v e n e s s , 
f o r what he i s c o n f r o n t i n g i s a l i v i n g being. Without l i f e 
the f a c i a l f e atures would be e n t i t i e s unto themselves 
aggregated i n t o an i n e x p l i c a b l e union. This i s why the focus 
of a Giacometti head i s always on the eyes, the sources of 
beauty and l i f e . 

Therefore I t h i n k of nothing but the eyes! 
In a sculpture one should render the head 
and the body as w e l l as the ground on which 
i t stands, then one would a l s o have space 
and the p o s s i b i l i t y of p u t t i n g i n t o i t 
everything one wants. Yes, to s c u l p t a l l 
t h i s i t would s u f f i c e the e y e s . 1 3 

In the drawing, the l i n e s which shape the face are 
l i n e s of f o r c e concentrating t h e i r energy, not on d e s c r i b i n g 
the c u r l of the l i p s , the upturn of the nose, the w r i n k l e s of 
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the forehead, but on emphasizing the eyes whose gaze i s e t e r n a l l y 
t r a i n e d upon us. I t i s an i n t e n t , q u e s t i o n i n g , sad, uncompre
hending, s i l e n t gaze which cannot be i n t e r p r e t e d , much l e s s 
penetrated. Nevertheless, i t i s the essence of the gaze of 
those eyes which r e a l l y defines our r e l a t i o n s h i p to the f i g u r e . 
This i s the meaning of Giacometti's a r t , t h i s gaze which creates 
between us and i t an impenetrable distance and separation which 
can never be c l o s e d . 

The a n a l y s i s of the elements of Giacometti's s t y l e has 
been cursory and confined to the f i g u r a t i v e work, with no 
adequate d i s t i n c t i o n s made of the d i f f e r e n t p a r t s that drawing, 
p a i n t i n g and sc u l p t u r e may play i n the development of h i s a r t . 
I n t e r e s t i n s t e a d has been centered on e x t r i c a t i n g the basic and 
shared c h a r a c t e r i s t i c s of h i s work. Those predominant 
c h a r a c t e r i s t i c s , i n summary, are distance and separation. The 
f i g u r e r e - c r e a t e d i s posed r i g i d l y and symmetrically, tense but 
g e s t u r e l e s s , making no p h y s i c a l contact outside i t s e l f . I f 
sc u l p t e d , i t s human c h a r a c t e r i s t i c s vanish when approached; i f 
pai n t e d , the spectator i s separated from i t by double sets of 
frames and a t h i c k , hazy atmosphere, the essence of i n e r t i a . 
Whatever the medium, the f i g u r e i s i s o l a t e d i n an impenetrable 
space whose s o l i t u d e could not be broken. The one source of 
contact, the gaze, which concentrates the l i f e of the f i g u r e , 
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stares d i r e c t l y out but sees nothing. I t i s a non-expressive 
s t a r e , empty and s e l f - d i r e c t e d . 

The q u a l i t y of d i s t a n c e , as revealed by a v i s i o n which 
has freed i t s e l f from t r a d i t i o n and sees s m a l l , expresses i t s e l f 
doubly i n G i a c o m e t t i 1 s a r t . Purely i n the a c t of being an 
a r t i s t , Giacometti develops the t e c h n i c a l means of rendering i n 
pa i n t or p l a s t e r the p h y s i c a l depth and distance which separated 
him from other o b j e c t s and beings. The experience, however, i s 
v a l i d as w e l l on an emotional l e v e l . The empty gaze of the eyes 
embodies the p s y c h o l o g i c a l l y and s p i r i t u a l l y perceived distance 
which a l s o w i l l divorce him e t e r n a l l y from intimate contact 
w i t h f e l l o w beings. The arti s t . m a y speak s p e c i f i c a l l y i n terms 
of the d e s c r i p t i o n of p h y s i c a l r e a l i t y as rendered by v i s i o n , 
but a r t i s always a corner of nature seen through a temperament, 
and distance and separation are elements of human r e l a t i o n s h i p s 
p a r t i c u l a r l y experienced i n the mid-twentieth century. And t h i s 
experience i s inherent both i n the impenetrable p s y c h o l o g i c a l 
space created by the gaze and i n the impenetrable m a t e r i a l space 
which separated the viewer p h y s i c a l l y from the f i g u r e s . Hence 
both l e v e l s of i n t e r p r e t a t i o n coalesce i n G i a c o m e t t i 1 s a r t : that 
which o r i g i n a t e d i n p h y s i c a l experience as recorded by the senses, 
and t h a t which o r i g i n a t e d i n p s y c h o l o g i c a l and s p i r i t u a l 
experience. 

The double i n t e r p r e t a t i o n i s r i g h t because distance has 
no meaning outside human r e l a t i o n s . Whatever separates a stone 
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from a stone or a tree from another t r e e has none of the q u a l i t i e s 
t h a t separate men. For man, however, the s p i r i t u a l may be 
experienced as w e l l on the p h y s i c a l l e v e l , though i t may take a 
strong, s e n s i t i v e i n t e l l i g e n c e to perceive the mingling of the 
two l e v e l s of experience. Distance, however, as a t o t a l 
experience i s part of the s e n s i b i l i t y of the post-war European 
m i l i e u . I t i s the d e c i s i v e element i n the f e e l i n g s of a l i e n a t i o n 
and estrangement which have been experienced i n many forms by 
s e n s i t i v e men throughout h i s t o r y , but which only i n t h i s century 
has become an i n c r e a s i n g l y shared experience, almost an everyday 
f a c t . 

.M-. Dupin speaks of the two aspects of G i a c o m e t t i f s 
a r t : the t e c h n i c a l aspect, with which only the a r t i s t i s 
concerned and to which he tends t o confine h i s comments, 
perhaps t a k i n g the other aspect f o r granted; and the emotional 
drama which i s expressed v i a the t e c h n i c a l and which p r i m a r i l y 
^fascinates the s p e c t a t o r . This d i s t i n c t i o n i s , of course, 
purely academic f o r the two aspects are mutually interdependent, 
woven together inseparably i n the f i n i s h e d product. I t i s the 
coexistence,, however, of the two elements i n Giacometti's a r t 
which gives relevance to the i d e o l o g i c a l c r i t i c i s m of the 
European e x i s t e n t i a l i s t s (not o v e r l o o k i n g , of course, t h e i r 
p i t f a l l s ) and makes i t an e s s e n t i a l adjunct to purely formal 
c r i t i c i s m . I t i s perhaps a f a u l t even to suggest t h a t the two 
l e v e l s of c r i t i c i s m are d i s t i n g u i s h a b l e . 

I t i s when con s i d e r i n g the i n t e r m i n g l i n g of the t e c h n i c a l 
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and the dramatic elements i n Giacometti's a r t that there emerges 
an understanding of the anguish which confronts him because h i s 
work i s incapable of completion and because what he has achieved 
i s i n s i g n i f i c a n t i n comparison to what i s l e f t undone. The 
a r t i s t ' s problem i n f a c i n g a c o l l e c t i o n of o b j e c t s , a landscape 
or a human f i g u r e , a t l e a s t i n Giacometti's terms, i s to depict 
with utmost f i d e l i t y what he sees. But h i s v i s i o n , as we have 
determined, i s more than a mere reference to sensual p e r c e p t i o n , 
i t i s the culmination of a l i f e t i m e ' s experience and a t t i t u d e s 
which c r i t i c a l l y organize the sensory f a c t s . Giacometti's 
o r g a n i z a t i o n i s p a r t i c u l a r l y s u r p r i s i n g because h i s s e n s i b i l i t y 
i s the e f f e c t of contemporary awareness, s t r i p p e d of a l l 
conventions from the past which experience has proven f a l s e or 
outmoded. In order to t r a n s l a t e the most re l e v a n t aspects of 
h i s experience i n terms of h i s s e n s i b i l i t y when r e - c r e a t i n g 
the model, he has s t r i p p e d h i s a r t of a l l i n c i d e n t a l s and of 
a l l the acciden t s of human a c t i v i t y to be free to concentrate 
on the e s s e n t i a l element of human c o n f r o n t a t i o n . He i s l e f t 
with d i s t a n c e , s e p a r a t i o n , a l i e n a t i o n ; a l l q u a l i t i e s which 
w i l l f r u s t r a t e him i n ever a c h i e v i n g a t o t a l rendering of the 
human f i g u r e . To complete a f i g u r e Giacometti must get c l o s e r 
and c l o s e r , study i n d e t a i l and understand, whether i t i s body, 
mind or s o u l . But modern experience teaches that so t o t a l a 
c o n f r o n t a t i o n i s fo r e v e r denied, not only to the a r t i s t but a l s o 
to every contemporary man. Man instead w i l l be i s o l a t e d w i t h i n 
h i s own space, impenetrable by other s , inescapable f o r h i m s e l f , 
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confined i n h i s s o l i t u d e . 
In mid-century p h i l o s o p h i c a l thought there i s no place 

f o r c e r t a i n t y . There can only be questioning and probing i n t o 
the world of experience with l i t t l e hope of securing c e r t a i n t y 
or knowledge. Such i s the order of Giacometti's a r t i s t i c 
quest, and the i s o l a t i o n and a l i e n a t i o n of h i s f i g u r e s betray 
the hesitancy and t e n t a t i v e n e s s of h i s answers. Contemporary 
s e n s i b i l i t y denies an anchor to which man can a t t a c h h i s values 
and without such an anchor there can be no knowledge. Giacometti 
speaks the t r u t h when he complains that he has achieved nothing 
since as a boy he d i d h i s f i r s t bust. Regardless of what e l s e 
he may have achieved, i f i t i s t r u t h and knowledge he seeks 
about the human f i g u r e , he has not gone f a r towards d e f i n i n g 
i t . I n e v i t a b l y he w i l l always f e e l an unbridgeable gap l y i n g 
between i d e a l knowledge and the achievable knowledge allowed by 
h i s v i s i o n when subjected to contemporary standards of s e l f -
c r i t i c i s m . The image of the acrobat i s indeed appropriate. 



CHAPTER VI 

The dilemma faced by an a r t i s t l i k e Giacometti f o r 
whom a r t i s a quest f o r knowledge i s but one aspect of the 
f i n i t u d e f a c i n g man i n a l l h i s areas of knowledge. Never has 
an age been so s e l f - c o n s c i o u s and s e l f - a n a l y t i c a l as ours. 
The consequence has been a d e m o l i t i o n of a whole s e r i e s of 
absolutes which i n past ages had acted as foundations on which 
man could base h i s r e l i g i o u s , p h i l o s o p h i c a l and s o c i a l s t r u c t u r e s . 
The constant s e l f - q u e s t i o n i n g r e s u l t e d e v e n t u a l l y , not i n greater 
c e r t a i n t y and assurance, but i n man becoming aware of the 
f r a g i l i t y and contingency of human l i f e , and of the impotence 
of reason i n face of a c t u a l experience. Man came to f e e l 
s o l i t a r y and unsheltered as never before i n a universe whose 
pervasive character became denoted as 'Nothingness.' 

During the Enlightenment and most of the nineteenth 
century man's horizons seemed without l i m i t . Today, on the 
other hand, even what had been the ever-widening i n c l u s i v e 
system of science i s confronted with human f i n i t u d e . Of the 
methods of i n v e s t i g a t i o n and systems of thought on which man 
had r e l i e d i n h i s quest f o r knowledge reason was one of the f i r s t 
to go. Over a century and a h a l f ago Kant showed that reason 
i t s e l f was subject to i n e l u c t a b l e l i m i t s . A century l a t e r 
psychology discovered the i r r a t i o n a l , a most awkward o b s t a c l e 
to the use of reason, which reason w i t h i t s own l i m i t a t i o n s 
could not circumvent. Kant's c o n c l u s i o n s , which the nineteenth 
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century p o s i t i v i s t s managed to overlook, were caught up to by 
science i n the t w e n t i e t h century. Heisenberg's P r i n c i p l e of 
Indeterminancy, Bohr's P r i n c i p l e of Complementarity, Godel's 
pronouncement that mathematics contains i n s o l u b l e problems so 
th a t i t can never be f o r m a l i z e d i n t o a complete system: a l l 
are evidence t h a t the most advanced of Western s c i e n c e s , 
mathematics and p h y s i c s , have become p a r a d o x i c a l . They have 
a r r i v e d at a s t a t e where they breed paradoxes f o r reason 
i t s e l f . I f mathematics cannot a t t a i n complete s y s t e m a t i z a t i o n 
i n mathematics, i t i s not l i k e l y to reach i t anywhere. 

The d i s s o l u t i o n of c e r t a i n t y found equal support i n 
philosophy. Kierkegaard, a century ago, s t a t e d that no system 
was p o s s i b l e f o r human knowledge. Heidegger's Being and Time, 
a sombre, r i g o r o u s m e ditation on human f i n i t u d e was published 
i n 192 7, the same year as Heisenberg's p r i n c i p l e . In diverse 
areas of knowledge and i n v e s t i g a t i o n such par a l l e l . : e v e n t s , 
and only a few examples are l i s t e d here, are not meaningless 
coincidences but s i g n i f i c a n t i n d i c a t i o n of the whole trend of 
the t w e n t i e t h century. From t h e i r f u l l i m p l i c a t i o n emerges 
the image of man i n a world denuded of c e r t a i n t i e s . The hyper
c r i t i c a l a t t i t u d e s of contemporary man has l e d to a r e t u r n to 
sources, to things i n themselves (Husserl) towards t r u t h f r e e d 
from i n h e r i t e d p resuppositions and empty forms. 1 

Giacometti's a p p l i c a t i o n of the modern c r i t i c a l 
a t t i t u d e has y i e l d e d the s t r i p p e d down t r u t h s of h i s painted 
and s c u l p t e d f i g u r e s . The d e n i a l of the empty a r t i s t i c conventions 



of the c u l t u r a l t r a d i t i o n and a r e t u r n to man hi m s e l f , seen by 
an emancipated v i s i o n , has revealed the f i n i t u d e of man's 
knowledge about other men. Man has emerged as i r r e v o c a b l y 
separated from h i s f e l l o w and denied anything but the scantest 
knowledge about them. The a r t i s t i s doomed forev e r from being 
allowed to r e a l i z e h i s goal of knowledge about the e x t e r i o r 
world. 

I t was not u n t i l Giacometti that t h i s t o t a l d e n i a l of 
r e a l i z a t i o n was understood. Within a r t c r i t i c i s m , however, 
r e a l i z a t i o n as a problem f i r s t gained r e c o g n i t i o n i n the 
nineteenth century. Balzac's short s t o r y , Le Chef d'Oeuvre 

2 
Inconnu of 18 32 i s a t a l e of a p a i n t e r who had c o l l a t e d the 
experiences of a l i f e t i m e of p a i n t i n g and f o r ten years laboured 
on h i s masterpiece which was to be the pinnacle of p e r f e c t i o n i n 
p a i n t i n g . When at l a s t he b e l i e v e s himself to have achieved 
h i s goal he shows h i s p i c t u r e to two younger p a i n t e r s who can 
at f i r s t see nothing but "confused masses of c o l o r and a 
multitude of f a n t a s t i c a l l i n e s t h a t go to make a dead w a l l of 

3 

p a i n t . " Only a f t e r a long p e r u s a l do they n o t i c e i n a corner 
of the p i c t u r e "a bare foot emerging from the chaos of c o l o r s , 
h a l f - t i n t s and vague shadows th a t made up the dim, formless 
fog." I t dawned on them that below the coats of pai n t with 
which the p a i n t e r had o v e r l a i d h i s canvas i n search f o r 
p e r f e c t i o n there was a woman. 

Frenhofer, the p a i n t e r , had devoted intense study to 
nature and given deep thought t o p a i n t i n g and had subsequently 
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seen h i s main a r t i s t i c problem i n terms of the p l a s t i c i t y of 
s o l i d s and sfumato. He had discovered t h a t sol i d s were not 
separated by l i n e s and had consequently suffused h i s o u t l i n e s 
"with a haze of h a l f - t i n t s warm or golden, i n such a s o r t t h a t 
you cannot l a y your f i n g e r on the exact spot where background 
and contours meet."^ I f the p a i n t i n g seemed b l u r r e d at c l o s e -
up, i f one were only to step back, the objects of the p i c t u r e 
would acquire f i r m shape and stand out from one another, or so 
he b e l i e v e d . But what Frenhofer saw was i n v i s i b l e even to 
other p a i n t e r s . He had produced n e i t h e r a convincing nor a 
recognizable r e p r e s e n t a t i o n . 

Balzac i n h i s s t o r y had seized on the whole problem 
of r e a l i z a t i o n - as i t was understood i n the nineteenth century -
at i t s very b a s i s and at i t s f i r s t appearance. The problem was 
one of s u b j e c t i v e seeing, worked out i n i t s f u l l e s t i m p l i c a t i o n s 
to the p o i n t where there no longer was an order of perception 
common to the a r t i s t and h i s audience. Balzac recognized that 
i f the a r t i s t had become forced to f a l l back on s u b j e c t i v i t y i n 
h i s i n t e r p r e t a t i o n of the e x t e r n a l world, of beauty and form; 
i f there were no longer absolute r u l e s of reference, i t was 
p o s s i b l e to reach a point where contact would completely be 

6 
l o s t between a r t i s t and audience. 

Whereas the c r i t i c s of the time recognized 
the problems i n v o l v e d i n achieving r e a l i s a t i o n , 
Balzac had a c t u a l l y c a l l e d i n question i t s aims 
and o b j e c t s , had demonstrated the a r t i s t ' s 
technique was fundamentally s u b j e c t i v e (which 
he represented as being the secret which 
Frenhofer had a n x i o u s l y concealed from everyone 
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h i s whole l i f e through) even the foundations' 
on which to r e s t the p o s s i b i l i t y of f u l f i l m e n t 
no longer e x i s t e d ; or at l e a s t that t h i s 
foundation had been g r e a t l y shaken and that 
i t would have to be e s t a b l i s h e d under new 
c o n d i t i o n s , namely by the a r t i s t s themselves 
who would teach the p u b l i c to see i n t h e i r 
own way (something f o r which there was no 
p r e c e d e n t . ) 7 

The d i f f i c u l t y t h a t the s u b j e c t i v e element r a i s e d i n 
regard to r e a l i z a t i o n had not g e n e r a l l y been a problem f o r 
the o l d masters. As f a r as they are concerned " i t i s s t i l l a 
v a l i d axiom that t h e i r a r t i s t i c i n t e n t i o n s c o i n c i d e d w i t h what 
they ' r e a l i z e d ' i n t h e i r works and t h a t these i n t e n t i o n s can 

g 
be deduced only through what they r e a l i z e d . " Rubens, f o r 
i n s t a n c e , thanks to an assured t r a d i t i o n , was q u i t e c e r t a i n of 
what was intended by r e a l i z a t i o n and what i t had to achieve. 
"So f a r as v i s i b i l i t y , c l a r i t y and p e r f e c t i o n of p o r t r a y a l were 
concerned, ideas about p i c t u r e s and works of a r t as such were 

9 

f i x e d i n h i s day." For D e l a c r o i x , on the other hand, t h i s 
presented a problem he had to solve by himself on the basis of 
h i s own conception of the aims of h i s a r t . A c r i t i c , Jean 
Rousseau, i n 185 9 i n d i c a t e s how D e l a c r o i x ' s o l u t i o n s were 
endangered and how they were beginning to escape the p u b l i c ' s 
understanding. The p i c t u r e s submitted to the Salon by D e l a c r o i x , 
the c r i t i c maintains, were showing signs of o l d age. "The time 
i s near when, i f D e l a c r o i x does not get cured, he w i l l wear 
hims e l f out l i n k i n g up shades of c o l o u r without worrying what 
they may p o r t r a y ; he w i l l p a i n t bouquets i n which one can no 
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longer f i n d f l o w e r s . " 
Castagnary's P h i l o s o p h i e du Salon de 185 7 gives the 

most p r e c i s e d e f i n i t i o n of ' r e a l i z a t i o n ' as i t a p p l i e d to the 
nineteenth century: 

A r e a l i z e d work i s , on the basis of the idea 
contained i n i t and i t s outward form, not a 
copy and a l s o not a p a r t i a l i m i t a t i o n of nature 
but a q u i t e e x t r a o r d i n a r y s u b j e c t i v e production, 
the outcome and the expression of a purely 
personal conception. 
The a r t i s t m a t e r i a l i z e s and c o n c r e t i z e s h i s 
personal conception of beauty to correspond 
to the p a r t i c u l a r forms of h i s a r t . 
A r t i s simply the . r e a l i z a t i o n of i n d i v i d u a l 
expression under the supreme c o n t r o l of a 
conception of beauty and by means of the 
i n f i n i t e number of d i f f e r i n g b a s i c forms 
which nature o f f e r s . H 

The achievement of r e a l i z a t i o n i s to reach a p o i n t of 
confluence where come together the a r t i s t ' s s u b j e c t i v e a t t i t u d e 
towards the world around him, h i s conception of t h i s a t t i t u d e 
i n terms of an i d e a , u n i v e r s a l and inherent of what i s b e a u t i f u l , 
and the complete expression of these by means of the necessary, 
appropriate a r t i s t i c s t y l e . 

A v i t a l aspect of the problem of r e a l i z a t i o n i s the 
discovery of the a r t i s t i c means whereby the a r t i s t ' s s u b j e c t i v e 
conception achieves f u l l expression on a u n i v e r s a l plane of 
communication. This i s where Frenhofer f a i l e d , and i n Balzac's 
imagination he represented the p a i n t e r f u l l of the highest aims, 
but incapable of t r a n s c r i b i n g c o n v i n c i n g l y to the canvas what was 



73 

i n h i s mind and what he a c t u a l l y 'saw.' 
Ce'zanne throughout h i s l i f e i d e n t i f i e d himself with 

Frenhofer, and t h i s p r e c i s e l y because the l a t t e r was an a r t i s t 
12 

of i n t e n t i o n r a t h e r than r e a l i z a t i o n . Z o l a , i n the d r a f t f o r 
L' Qeuvre, describes Cezanne as "un genie incomplet, sans l a 

13 / 
r e a l i s a t i o n e n t i e r e " , and Cezanne concurred f u l l y "that he 
achieved r e a l i z a t i o n only i n h i s mind, and t h a t l i k e Claude of 
the novel "he d i d not succeed i n b r i n g i n g out the remainder, i n 
making i t stand out, he d i d not know how to conclude or f i n i s h . " 

Cezanne's conception of r e a l i z a t i o n was c l o s e l y bound 
up with nature: "In order to r e a l i z e my progress there i s only 
nature." He w r i t e s of "the obstinacy with which I pursue the 
r e a l i z a t i o n of that p a r t of nature which comes under our eyes 
and gives us the p i c t u r e " and continues "I must r e a l i z e i n the 
presence of nature." Another statement gives f u l l e r 
expression-:to what he intended to r e a l i z e i n a r t : 

my sketches, my canvases, i f I made any, 
would be merely things constructed a f t e r 
nature, based on the means, the f e e l i n g s 
and the developments suggested by the 
model.15 

Such words as 'constructed' i n d i c a t e s that h i s r o l e as an a r t i s t 
was not to reproduce the appearance of nature as perceived by 
the observer. Nature was to serve only as a s t a r t i n g p o i n t 
upon which the c o n s t r u c t i o n of h i s p i c t u r e s would be based. 
Nature was t o be subjected to " i n t e l l i g e n t o b s e r v a t i o n " and 
seen through a personal temperament i n order to discover i t s 
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e s s e n t i a l character and s p i r i t . Cezanne set i n t o play h i s 
"sensation f o r t e de l a nature" which enabled him to perceive 
meaningful i n t e r r e l a t i o n s h i p s between t h i n g s seen, whose 

. 16 s p i r i t u a l content he never mentioned i n a c t u a l words. This 
assured him of a "metaphysical v i s i o n " which saw nature s t r i p p e d 
of a c c i d e n t s and te m p o r a l i t y and elevated to a higher s t a t e of 
permanency and harmony. 

The view of the world i n i t s higher s t a t e represented 
the i d e a l according to which Cezanne would construct h i s 
p i c t u r e s : i n terms of p l a s t i c values, c o l o r s c a l e s , shadow paths 
and d i s t r i b u t i o n of masses. Within t h i s primary s t r u c t u r e as a 
whole, the next stage of work was the r e a l i z a t i o n of the 
i n d i v i d u a l forms - t r e e s , mountains, houses, , f r u i t s , human beings 
- whose shapes had to evolve i n terms of the b a s i c s t r u c t u r a l 
p a t t e r n . His view of the "permanent, u n a l t e r a b l e r e l a t i o n s h i p s 
which p e r s i s t e d i n the world through l o n e l i n e s s and t i m e l i n e s s ... 

17 
the s t a b i l i t y of e x i s t e n c e " could be expressed only by 
r e l a t i n g i n a recognizable way the r e a l world as g e n e r a l l y under
stood and the shape of i t s o b j e c t s , p e r i s h a b l e and subject t o 
change, to the metaphysical c o n s t r u c t i o n . This was e s s e n t i a l 
since Cezanne strove to express, not merely a set of s u b j e c t i v e 
f e e l i n g s , but to s t a t e a t r u t h about the world. Consequently 
h i s r e p r e s e n t a t i o n s of the r e a l world must be inc l u d e d w i t h i n 
h i s p o r t r a y a l of t r u t h ; the i n d i v i d u a l o b j e c t s must be made to 
s i g n i f y something l a s t i n g and i n d e s t r u c t i b l e . 

From nature Ce'zanne derived both h i s i d e a , h i s met a.-
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p h y s i c a l v i s i o n , and h i s means of r e a l i z i n g h i s p i c t u r e s - the 
l a t t e r e v e n t u a l l y reduced to a concern with the changing i n t e r 
r e l a t i o n s h i p s of c o l o r s i n s o l i d s . I t was here t h a t Cezanne's 
d i f f i c u l t i e s of r e a l i z a t i o n arose: the source of h i s c o n t i n u a l 
complaint was how d i f f i c u l t i t was to capture these means which 
had to be observed i n nature h e r s e l f . He could not begin with 
a conception of the s t r u c t u r e and form of h i s p i c t u r e ( u n l i k e 
those a r t i s t s who work towards i d e a l s and f i n d the formal means 
f o r t h e i r p o r t r a y a l i n ready-made conceptions). Cezanne could 
f i n d h i s ideas only i n the process of working d i r e c t l y from 

nature. "For progress i n r e a l i z a t i o n there i s only nature and 
18 

the eye develops i n contact with her." 
To have attempted to e l u c i d a t e the essence of Cezanne's 

a r t i s t i c problem i s to have performed the same task with 
Giacometti's. The s i m i l a r i t y of t h e i r concerns and approaches 
i s v i t a l evidence that the l a t t e r ' s a r t i s a d i r e c t out-growth 
of Cezanne's. Whether i n f r o n t of nature or i n f r o n t of the 
model i n the s t u d i o , the process i s the same: both eye and mind 
l e a r n t o see through a constant dialogue between model, mind 
and the brush on canvas as c o n t r o l l e d by the a r t i s t . The 
concept of the b e a u t i f u l or the true evolves from brush stroke 
to brush stroke and from canvas to canvas, as does the 
r e a l i z a t i o n of means whereby to depict these u l t i m a t e ideas. 
Progress i s slow because there are no standards; everything has 
to be begun a f r e s h , based on d i r e c t contact with the things i n 
themselves. 
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Both a r t i s t s conceive of t h e i r subject i n terms of 
u n i t y and oneness and attempt to i n c l u d e the m u l t i p l i c i t y of 
d e t a i l w i t h i n t h a t u n i t y . Both are concerned w i t h the 
e l a b o r a t i o n of what i s t r u e i n what he sees. Neither i s 
concerned w i t h merely i n d i v i d u a l views of r e a l i t y , but with f a r -
reaching a s s e r t i o n s of an o b j e c t i v e nature which w i l l r e v e a l 
something e s s e n t i a l about the e x t e r i o r world. Both r e f e r 
d i r e c t l y to nature f o r raw m a t e r i a l from which to shape t h e i r 
ideas and base t h e i r means of r e a l i z i n g them, and both approach 
r e a l i z a t i o n as a c o n s i s t e n t process of question and response 
between model and canvas. Nevertheless, f o r Giacometti 
r e a l i z a t i o n i s more complex a problem. 

According to Nietzsche, i n a l l human c r e a t i v e a c t i v i t y 
the important t h i n g i s whether the stimulus springs from an 
abundance of s p i r i t u a l resources or from t h e i r l a c k , and hence 

19 
a need and longing f o r them. Cezanne s t i l l preserved unbroken 

20 

h i s l i n k with the metaphysical world. I f the r e a l i z a t i o n of 
h i s ideas could be achieved only from a c o n t i n u a l and d i r e c t 
study of nature, h i s conception of the world as e x i s t i n g through 
things "standing together" i n permanency and harmony had p r i o r i t y 
i n h i s mind as a basic b e l i e f which shaped the c o n s t r u c t i o n of 
h i s canvas from the f i r s t stroke of the brush. Giacometti, on 
the other hand, begins w i t h poverty of s p i r i t . His age has 
allowed him no metaphysical c e r t a i n t y , or any other c e r t a i n t y 
f o r t h a t matter, on which to base h i s a r t ; he i s i n quest of i t . 
•If h i s primary concern i s "to do a head," he does not i n any way 
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know what a head i s or what i t should be. His only reference 
p o i n t i s the t h i n g i n i t s e l f with which he must conduct h i s 
dialogue. 

In the nineteenth century understanding of r e a l i z a t i o n 
i t i s p o s s i b l e to a n t i c i p a t e the achievement of r e a l i z a t i o n . 
Cezanne i s allowed rapport with a nature which e v e n t u a l l y w i l l 
r e v e a l i t s secrets which the a r t i s t w i l l appropriate i n order 
to f i n d means to f i n i s h h i s p a i n t i n g . This i s p r e c i s e l y what 
Giacometti i s denied. His model, the t h i n g i n i t s e l f , w i l l 
r e v e a l only i t s otherness, i t s d i s t a n c e , i t s a l i e n a t i o n and 
the a r t i s t ' s e t e r n a l separation from the discovery of i t s 
essence. 

He i s f r u s t r a t e d not only i n f i n d i n g a r t i s t i c means 
whereby to express h i s ideas as to what a head i s , he i s as 
w e l l denied even the comfort of ob t a i n i n g such ideas. The 
e t e r n a l separation of a r t i s t and model makes r e a l i z a t i o n i n 
Giacometti's a r t i n h e r e n t l y i m p o s s i b l e , both as a r e a l i z a t i o n 
i n the mind and as a product i n m a t e r i a l . His a r t has reached 
a t o t a l impasse. 



CONCLUSIONS 

The d e s i r e of a r t t o re-create i t s model when i t has 
no access to the model: t h i s i s the impasse of Giacometti's 
a r t . The implacable r o u t i n e with which p a t i e n t l y , f o r over 
t h i r t y years, he studi e d the same few models day a f t e r day i n 
order to discover the true nature of t h e i r being and then 
t r a n s f e r t h e i r ' l i k e n e s s ' onto canvas or i n t o s c u l p t u r e 
y i e l d e d only f a i l u r e . With a c r i t i c a l l y a l e r t mind he s t r i p p e d 
h i s v i s i o n of the outmoded screen of c u l t u r e which t r a d i t i o n 
had interposed between h i s eyes and the model; i n order to see 
anew and without preconception the objects and people he wanted 
to p a i n t . But contrary to expe c t a t i o n s , to f r e e h i s mind from 
conventional h a b i t s of or g a n i z i n g perception d i d not y i e l d 
e i t h e r a c l e a r e r v i s i o n or a surer knowledge of the model, on 
which he could base h i s work. What he discovered, on the 
con t r a r y , was the impenetrable distance which always l a y between 
the a r t i s t and the.model he was working from; and h i s a r t , which 
was d i r e c t e d towards a b e t t e r understanding of the e x t e r i o r 
world, could not deny t h i s q u a l i t y of dis t a n c e which was an 
inescapable part of the a r t i s t ' s v i s u a l experience. Distance, 
however, denied the in t i m a t e rapport e s s e n t i a l to Giacometti i n 
order t o s u c c e s s f u l l y re-create h i s model i n a r t ; a problem 
which became no simpler i f he concentrated h i s a t t e n t i o n on the 
gaze of the eyes, the source of l i f e i n the human face. Here i t 
became p a t e n t l y evident that nothing c e r t a i n could be known about 
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the model, whose existence was always outside beyond o n e s e l f . 
The non-expressive, i n n e r - d i r e c t e d , empty, impenetrable s t a r e 
y i e l d e d nothing. In both the p h y s i c a l and p s y c h o l o g i c a l 
spheres an unbridgeable distance separated a r t i s t and model. 

In e a r l i e r ages of the a r t i s t i c t r a d i t i o n , Giacometti 
could have r e f e r r e d to a number of accepted r e l i g i o u s and 
metaphysical t r u t h s i n terms of which i t would have been 
p o s s i b l e to complete a work of a r t . But Giacometti partakes 
of the s e l f - c r i t i c a l a t t i t u d e of contemporary thought which 
has s t r i p p e d h i s i n t e l l e c t u a l m i l i e u of such e s t a b l i s h e d 
a b s o l u t e s , wherefore he consequently must face an inherent 
u n c e r t a i n t y and f i n i t u d e i n whatever be h i s area of research. 
His twentieth-century s e n s i b i l i t y , w h i c h i n contact w i t h other 
men has experienced only separation and a l i e n a t i o n , denies 
him that i n t i m a t e knowledge of man without which h i s a r t must 
remain incomplete. L i k e Cezanne, who towards the end of h i s 
l i f e s a i d , "I'm making experiments - experiments towards 
p a i n t i n g , " 1 Giacometti cannot foresee achieving a completed, 
d e f i n i t i v e work. Each p a i n t i n g or s c u l p t u r e i s but a t e n t a t i v e 
gesture i n the d i r e c t i o n of completion, but completion i t s e l f 
i s i m possible. 

Giacometti's a r t , which d i r e c t s i t s e f f o r t s towards 
b e t t e r seeing and towards l e a r n i n g about the e x t e r i o r world, 
even i f i t i s a f a i l u r e i n the a r t i s t ' s own terms i s not a 
f a i l u r e f o r the spectator. Manifest i n Giacometti's s c u l p t u r e s 
and p a i n t i n g s i s the poignant expression of man's i s o l a t i o n and 
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a l i e n a t i o n - and h i s d i g n i t y - which o f f e r s a depth of 
experience comparable to what previous ages obtained from t h e i r 
great r e l i g i o u s or i d e a l i s t i c a r t . In the a r t i s t ' s terms, 
however, h i s p a i n t i n g and s c u l p t u r e must f i n a l l y be judged an 
a c r o b a t i c f e a t , thwarted i n i t s f u l f i l m e n t by human f i n i t u d e . 
The acrobat f o r a l i f e t i m e s t r i v e s each day to do j u s t a l i t t l e 
b e t t e r u n t i l one day, i f he i s a j u g g l e r , he can perform the 
impossible t r i c k of making a b a l l stand s t i l l i n the a i r . This 
i s h i s u l t i m a t e g o a l , though he knows t h a t were he to succeed 
and defy the laws of nature and become free and a l l - p o w e r f u l 
i n h i s a r t , h i s a r t would d i e . S t i l l he longs f o r t h a t day, 
as Giacometti awaits the moment when f i n a l l y he can do a human 
head, f o r then he w i l l never again have to- do another. But 
one day both acrobat and a r t i s t d i e , t h e i r i d e a l s unattained. 

I d e a l s so high assure i n e v i t a b l e f a i l u r e . To a 
contemporary s e n s i b i l i t y , p l a g u e d by a f i n i t u d e i n a l l human 
a c t i v i t i e s , the p u r s u i t of them u l t i m a t e l y i s l u d i c r o u s . And 
now that the inherent impasse i n the p u r s u i t has achieved i t s 
c l i m a c t i c expression i n Giacometti's a r t , who w i l l continue 1 

h i s researches? U n t i l a r t again can t r a c e i t s path to new 
reference p o i n t s which are true and absolute, i t can only end 
i n f a i l u r e . U n t i l then, art,understood i n terms of the 
acrobat's i d e a l , i s a f u t i l e gesture. 
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