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Carol Armstrong’s book makes two points, one major and one minor. The major point is
convincing; the minor one less so. The major point is that painting is a craft relying on materials,
and that still-life is the genre that most emphasises this. It does this by two related means: its
emphasis on the materials of the objects it depicts, glass and metal, fish, flesh, and feather, fabric
and fruit, and the endeavour to create the illusion of the very presence of these materials before the
viewer of the painting; and by the refusal of that illusionism in drawing attention to its own
materiality, to the substance of the painting as paint. Armstrong makes this case in two quite
separate essays on Chardin and Morandi, which do not make any overt effort toward a
rapprochement or comparison between their subjects.

The first essay deals with Denis Diderot and Chardin, and indeed, more with the philosopher
than with the painter, and with Diderot’s inability to grasp the material nature of Chardin’s
painting. Diderot was able to wax lyrical about genre paintings by Greuze or history paintings by
Fragonard, with page after page of description of the painting or of the personage or scene
depicted. But when confronted with Chardin’s still lifes, his loquacity deserts him, and he can only
marvel at the magic of painting and proclaim the silent sigh as the correct response.

Diderot should have known better. He was the son of an artisan cutler, and editor of the famous
Encyclopedia, dedicated to explanation and opposed to befuddlement in the face of any such thing
as “magic.” Much of the brief essay is spent on the Encyclopedia’s entries on faience and
glassmaking in order to make this point. But Armstrong finds the reason for Diderot’s aporia in his
Encyclopedia entry on “Art,” and its distinction between the liberal and the mechanical arts. For
Chardin’s work (precisely) is both Art and arts; it falls between the concepts set out by the
Encyclopedia entry, hence Diderot’s trouble. One might ask why he did not meet the same
difficulty when looking at the Greuze or the Fragonard, and I suppose the answer is that they hide
their craft behind a story. Still life brings it to the fore, so that a critic unable to deal with that craft
is at a loss.

I may mention that there was a brief interpolation toward the end of the essay on Baudrillard’s
ideas on glass and transparency, but I failed to grasp it, either in itself or in its relation to Chardin’s

skill or Diderot’s travails.
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The essay on Morandi is on the meditation on the material properties of still-life painting that
runs through the European tradition. Morandi refused that tradition’s inventorying of the different
materialities of glass and metal and the rest, and refused also paint’s capacity for an illusionist
rendering of those materialities. This refusal is itself a thinking about the “thingness” of oil
painting. Having made this point on Morandi per se, Armstrong then enters on what I found the
most interesting part of the book, nine brief “excursus” on paintings from the still-life tradition,
from the outset of the genre with Caravaggio, chronologically through Cotéan, Kalf, Gijsbrechts,
Chardin (but without reference to the earlier essay), Manet, Fantin-Latour, Cézanne, and Ben
Nicholson, in each case developing what it was that Morandi learned from the tradition, that still
life is a material craft thinking about materials.

So much for the major point of the book. The minor point concerns only Morandi. Its share in
this review is outsized, and I will stay closer to Armstrong’s text than I did above, because I am on
less sure ground. The argument is that Morandi in his paintings sets up an encounter between the
“me” and the “not me,” through “the hesitations of the hand trying to adjudicate what the eye sees
outside of and beyond its enclosure in the self’s body ...” Morandi strips away all but the structural
relation, both physical and psychical, between the “I”” and the “it.” I was not convinced. The point
is unmotivated in Armstrong’s text, and seems to run against an earlier argument of the oft-noted
allusiveness of Morandi’s paintings, their suggestion of cityscapes, family portraits, urban crowds,
but also against the very insistence on the medium and the act of painting as creative cratft.

The related argument is made that Morandi did in paint what his British contemporary David
Woods Winnicott did in the theory of object relations. Winnicott, we are told, saw creativity as a
“third area,” between the spaces of subjective experience and objective reality. Armstrong holds
that Morandi in his still lifes used painted objects to forge a connection with external reality, using
the materiality of paint to externalize his inner life and make it real by connecting it with the reality
of the world outside himself. Although Armstrong denies any intention of treating Morandi’s still-
life practice as a biographically determined form of art-as-therapy, support for the case boils down
to Morandi’s traumatic First-World-War experience, and so a supposed need thereafter for a space
over which he could exert control, a pictorial safe space in which he could externalize and stabilize
what was unstable within and without himself. That, and an analysis of an early still life of a blank
dummy-head and, inter alia, an upright white bottle set in a frame within the picture, which,

Armstrong says, seems to depict a face-off between “me” and “not-me”. The argument is that four
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decades later the object-world of the bottles and cans Morandi found at home and at flea markets,
and then gessoed and moved around on his tables, was still the space in which he externalized his
internal world in the material terms of paint. Again, I was unconvinced, and slightly bored:
Morandi soon left behind the dummy head, the “me” part of the face-off, and soon abandoned the
clearly derivative Scuola-Metafisica style.

To conclude, the first essay on Diderot and Chardin is somewhat disjointed and does not add an
awful lot to our understanding of Chardin, but rather diminishes Diderot as a critic, despite
Armstrong’s denials. The section on Morandi, apart from the “me/not me” and the Winnicottian
“third area,” is better, both in its discussion of Morandi’s own methods and in the illuminating art-
historical forays.

As to the general claim of still life as the privileged site of self-reflexivity on painting’s
materiality, Rembrandt’s bible scenes, Uccello’s battles, Monet’s landscapes, and Auerbach’s
portraits might all claim to be thinking about their own materiality, if not that of the object
depicted. In fact, even that might be claimed by Monet, and perhaps even by the others also. That |
say this shows that Armstrong’s book ably sensitizes its reader to the reality of the paint on the
canvas and the nature of the stuff depicted, and this in turn means that her book, meant for the
scholar, is also of interest to the diligent artist, the humble museumgoer, and even Diderot’s

descendant, the blinkered art critic.
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