
ART & NATURE  extra thoughts and questions                                         revised 3/11 
 
INTRO: "Homage to Nature"- patterns and designs inspired by plant forms, and images 
of  animals in art viewed as sacred (e.g. in cave paintings), viewed with admiration and 
love (birds in flight, domesticated animals, beasts of burden), transformed into fantastic  
beasts (mythological and sacred), feared as deadly predators, or seen as objects of sport  
(in the arena or as objects of the hunt). 
 
I:  WESTERN ARTISTS OBSERVING THE WORLD (1400-1900) 
One of the main themes of this part of the lecture is the overlay of art and science in  
the Renaissance:  the study of anatomy, and the impulse to "know" the world, to observe  
nature carefully (anatomy, spatial perception, measurement, optics, light) and to depict  
it with fidelity. 
•  Questions from the handout:  In what ways did art and science share common interests  
in the Renaissance?   What concerns might art and science share today?  (more on this  
question later). 
 
A.  Anatomy 
        The "Vitruvian Man" exercise was applicable to the fall lecture, but if you didn't do 
it then of course you could do it now.  I'll not repeat the whole thing here, but if you need 
advice, or if you can't find the fall notes, let me know.   Briefly, here are some key points 
however: 
        "Vitruvian Man" of course is not an anatomical drawing per se, and stands in 
contrast to Leonardo's explorations of the mechanics of the human body.  Re: ideals of 
human proportion versus our idiosyncratic nature, you could also recall the sense of 
"ideal geometry" imagined before Galileo saw the rough surface of the moon. 
        Your students should at least grasp that Leonardo's drawing is not about health or  
vitamins or chiropractic, but it is about ideal proportions, and ultimately about  
architecture.  It can also be said to be symbolic.  On page 141 Sayre says that the  
circle is symbolic of the heavenly, infinite, and universal world, the center of which  
is the navel, "a focal point which represents the source of life itself, the fetus's  
connection by the umbilical cord to the mother's womb."  Sayre tells us that the square  
is symbolic of the finite, earthly world.  Thus, says Sayre, "all the various aspects  
of existence - mind and matter; the material and the transcendental - are unified by  
the design into a coherent whole."   He neglects to point out that the center of the  
finite, earthly square corresponds to the base of the genitals  
        Here is a translation from the Roman architect Vitruvius, in which he associates 
good temple architecture with the harmonious proportions and symmetry of a "well-
shaped body." This includes the description that Leonardo chose to illustrate in his 
notebooks: "The planning of temples depends on symmetry;  architects must diligently 
understand the method of this.  It arises from proportion ... Proportion consists in taking a 
fixed module, in each case, both for the part of a building and for the whole, by which the 
method of  symmetry is put into practice.  For without symmetry and proportion no 
temple can have a  regular plan;  that is, it must have an exact proportion worked out after 
a fashion of the members of a well-shaped body ... In like fashion the members of 



temples ought to have dimensions of their several parts answering suitably to the general 
sum of their magnitude ...  If a man lies on his back with hands and arms  
outspread, and the center of a circle is located in his navel, then his hands and feet will 
touch the circumference;  a square can also be produced in the same way ... the  
height of a body from the sole of the foot to the crown of the head being equal to the  
span of the outstretched arms."       (italics mine)                          

 
(De Arch. III, i. 1-3 / as printed in Peter Murray's The Architecture of the Italian Renaissance, p. 6).   

 
Vitruvius was very influential following the discovery of his ancient text, which became 
a "bible" for architects of the Renaissance. 
 
• See Michelangelo's David (fig. 54)  Have students note the veins in David's right  
hand,  and the smoothness of his left.   M. was aware of blood circulation, and gave his  
figure this life-like vitality.   How is Michelangelo's David an heroic expression of the 
synthesis of the classical and Judaeo-Christian worlds?   It may be obvious (Old 
Testament heroism expressed in a Greco-Roman visual language), but it's certainly 
significant enough to call to your students' attention and have them contemplate. 
Otherwise he may remain for them just  another handsome young figure carved a long 
time ago.   How is David not classicized?  (his oversize hands, and his facial expression, 
which is not one of calm and restraint but which seems rather a mix of determination and 
concern.)  The view provided in Sayre doesn't really look David full in the face, so his 
expression isn't readily apparent.  (Review what Sayre says about the sculpture (p, 49), 
included on an earlier reading assignment):  its politically symbolic significance to 
Florentines in Michelangelo's time, as well as its power to offend some of its early 
audience.) 
 
How are the Vesalius illustrations both art and science? 
   
B.  Light, Surface, & Oil 
        There is an excellent text in the library on the subject of the Fayum (or Fayyum)  
portraits.  Remember that fig. 282 is in encaustic.   
         In Sayre, see "Oil Painting" pp 231-237;  this reading chosen mostly to highlight 
how Renaissance European painters flocked to oils for their brilliance of color, their  
glossy surface, and for their potential in depicting nature in an illusionist manner.  The  
Still Life with Lobster (fig. 294) shows us an artist as virtuoso rendering an illusion; the 
patron as one concerned with showing his material extravagance.  (genius and wealth: 
aspects of power) 
•   Compare this to the way in which the Six Persimmons distills the essence of the fruit  
in a very simple way, and/or use other examples in Sayre (fig. 627 especially).  (In 
previous years I’ve provided a photocopy of the Six Persimmons, meanwhile the Ink 
Orchids should serve, OR look to ARTSTOR via the EC library site.) 
 
C.  The Evolution of Linear Perspective 
        Perspective systems   (pp 78-92, and Atmospheric Perspective, pp 94-96) for  
discussing E-W modes of representing space. 
 



•   You may find that some of your students don't fully grasp linear perspective.  It may  
be well to go over a simple example:  the familiar diminishing lines of a railroad  
track can be used to exemplify one-point perspective. Two-point perspective can be  
rendered simply using a house as a subject.  Sayre provides some diagrams and examples  
which may be of help (on pp.80 and 82); you may want to stop short of getting into  
multiple-point perspective. 
 
        Brunelleschi's "invention" of linear perspective was enormously influential in 
western art for 500 years.  Never before had the depiction of spatial depth been 
systematized. 
 
        The notion of the "vanishing point" in 1-point perspective can perhaps be seen as a  
cultural metaphor for western linear thinking:  that there is a point on the horizon at  
which things come to a conclusion, or where things converge.  (It is true we are no longer 
slaves to linear perspective, but has it entirely gone away?  Not at all.) 
 
•   If visual perspective systems can be seen as a visual metaphor for cultural perceptions, 
what might be the significance of linear perspective as it relates Renaissance thought? 
 
(Reflecting a concern for "knowing" the real world in a predictable (systematized, 
measured, concrete) way?  Relating ourselves as humans to our environment, thus 
providing a sense of  "ownership" or control of the world as we think we know it? 
Literally reflecting the increasingly worldly / secular viewpoint of European culture? 
A desire not only to master the technical skills of the ancients, but to surpass them?) 
Your students may suggest other good possibilities. 
(Veterans of Western Heritage before GC may recall Julie Empric’s discussion of 
medieval “monocular vision” versus Renaissance “binocular vision.”) 
 
•  Students should realize that linear perspective is but one way of depicting space (i.e., 
there is no "correct" or "true" way of perceiving or rendering space, and further, we do 
not actually see in linear perspective (it comes conveniently close, but even photography 
"lies" in its own way in distorting space and time.)     
  
Within western culture there are different means of rendering space for different ends 
(maps, axonometric diagrams, orthographic projections, etc. can be more useful 
depending upon the specific need;  a drawing of an engine block in linear perspective 
would not be very useful in automobile maintenance, nor would a linear perspective 
rendering of a circuit board be useful to an electrician).   Western medieval spatial 
depiction was largely symbolic; artists were not concerned with showing "real" space.  
Japanese and Chinese parallel (a.k.a. isometric) perspective is perfectly suited to the 
scroll format, which anticipates the temporal and continuous space of film.  To each one's 
own. 
 
•   Page 92 of Sayre can provide some interesting supplemental insights for anyone who  
cares to read. He writes of the 20th century impulse among artists to reject the 
Renaissance point of view, and he offers insights on contemporary fascination with  



virtual realism.   Have we fully realized the impact of virtual reality?  Hardly. 
 
Where else could this question of art and science go?   In painting, consider the  
following: 
 
There's a book out by Arthur I. Miller titled Einstein, Picasso that is devoted largely  
to drawing comparisons between Picasso's efforts in Les Demoiselles d'Avignon and  
Einstein's efforts at developing his theory of relativity, which happened at about the  
same time.  The creative processes are compared (even their sex lives are compared), and  
the works themselves Miller suggests seem to be from the same page of inspiration.   
Sayre, in discussing the Picasso (p. 53, fig. 66) says "the painting is about the  
ambiguity of experience," which I believe are apt words to use when thinking  
"cubistically" of relativity and simultaneity, etc.  Perhaps Harry can offer some wisdom  
here.  I've never made it through the entire book.  (A different question:  where do  
art & science diverge?) 
 
On page 132 Sayre says that Clemenceau, a friend of Monet, said that the painter's 
images of water lilies (fig. 170) were "representations of Brownian motion."   Harry 
again may be of help here, although Sayre suggests that the sensation he describes comes 
from being in the painting's presence, which may be hard to duplicate looking at the 
image in a book.  Worth a try, though. 
 
Pollock's paintings (see p. 156-7) have been described as "galactic," as if it "mimics  
the energy release by an exploding nebula."  One might consider Pollock's painting in  
terms of chaos and structure (in Pollock's work there is typically an initial structured  
idea submerged beneath the action.) Question: do such comparisons sometimes stretch 
the point of links between art & science? 
 
Students who have been to the Dali may recall his fascination with science, especially  
DNA, etc..  And of course any Dali fans should recall his fondness for Freud. 
 
(It may be well somewhere along the line to recall what Plato said of art, and imitation.  
What would Plato say of efforts to create images with heightened illusionism? 
 
As for David Hockney, remember that his proposition is not accepted by many art  
historians, for lack of documentation.  My main concern in presenting Hockney's thesis is 
that some students may get the wrong idea about the use of lenses and such, and come to 
the unfortunate conclusion that any such us would be "cheating."  In such case then every 
photographer in the world is suspect, and Galileo cheated when he used a telescope. 
 
II.  A VERY SHORT HISTORY OF THE WESTERN LANDSCAPE 
Over time (esp. from the 16th c. thru the 19th) nature slowly loomed ever larger in  
western art, being transformed from a shallow symbolic backdrop for human activity 
(medieval painting) to become in the Romantic era a major subject unto itself, with 
canvasses in which human activity seems at times insignificant compared to the majesty 



of the wilderness.  (that point is made in context with the Friedrich and Church paintings 
(figs. 693 and 694). 
 
As for relevance, it would be reassuring if students were aware that our current  
environmental awareness has roots that go straight back to the Romantic era. 
 
Atmospheric perspective:  Leonardo may have been among the first in the west to employ 
it (e.g. fig. 120), but Chinese painters had been using similar approaches to water-
mountain paintings for centuries before, rendering distant space in lighter tones.  NOTE 
the dates of the Chinese paintings in figs. 31, 299, 609, 627, 628, and 629.   The 15th c. 
Japanese painter Sesshu, fig. 31, was contemporary with Leonardo. 
 
•  Compare Hokusai's The Great Wave (fig. 244) with the engraving based upon Turner’s 
Snow Storm: Steamboat off a Harbor’s Mouth (fig. 262).  Turner gives us a swirling 
tempest, with a dramatic sense of the power of wind and wave.  Hokusai takes a similar 
scene of peril (the boat is after all likely to be capsized) and renders it elegantly, the 
waves stylized and animated as claws or fingers (important point) but in a distilled (not 
passionate) way.  One might be struck by the ironic sense of calm in the Hokusai.  Life 
goes on, and Mt. Fuji, which at first glance may seem just another white cap, is eternally 
there in the distance.  Well, this is my first take on it anyway, and Sayre seems to bear 
that out on p. 157, at least in terms of the appearance of Fuji as a symbol.  Discussable. 
 
Western landscapes, & Romanticism,  pp 475-76 and 486-87:  there are a number of 
other views of nature throughout the text!   Seek & ye shall find.   How many ways has 
nature inspired artists? 
 
•  Compare the Friedrichs painting with the Church (figs. 665 & 666).  The 
accompanying text will provide you some clues to understanding them;  both paintings 
considered to be religious in nature. 
 
What is this word "sublime"?   Have students reflect on it in context. Have they ever  
experienced "sublime" nature? 
 
Romantic poetry is now and then included in this section of the course.  I have tried to  
include the Wordsworth poem in the handout in years when we didn't read any Romantic  
poetry, but there was not space on the handout this time.  Still, it would be fair game to 
introduce a Romantic poem to get a literary sense of what Romanticism was all about, 
and compare it to these issues as they appear in paint. 
 
One interesting development in the late 18th/19th century was the emergence of the word 
"picturesque" to describe views of nature which seemed worthy of a painting.  English 
landscape architects at this time (e.g. Lancelot 'Capability' Brown) worked hard to make 
gardens seem wonderfully natural and irregular, and fashioned artificial lakes and 
artificial ruins, etc. 
 



III.  IMPRESSIONISM 
Impressionists (under the section titled "Color in Representational Art")  pp 116-17, and  
also more directly on pp 492-94.    
 
•  There is a fine collection of Impressionist paintings at the Museum of Fine Arts if  
you have an opportunity to encourage any of your students to go.  (Monet, Renoir,  
Morisot, et.al.).  The EC library has a catalogue of the Museum for reference.  Berthe  
Morisot is an important Impressionist, and her painting at the museum is quite fine. 
 
Who doesn't like the Impressionists?   (Yet they were once ridiculed).   You might get  
students to talk about why they like the Impressionists, and to imagine how the  
Impressionists might have at one time upset some people.  (Recall Whistler's lawsuit vs.  
Ruskin re: Nocturne (fig. 778, p. 493-94)). 
 
Some possible answers about why they are admired are predictable: pretty colors, nice 
light, pleasant scenes.   Probe a little more deeply:  what is the nature of that "pretty 
color"?  Try and describe it. Where do you see colors that seem somehow "unnatural" or 
at least unusual, colors we might not ourselves have thought to choose were we painting 
that scene?   What are those colors? 
        How did the painter achieve that effect of brilliant light? 
        What role do the strokes of the brush play in building a sense of texture to the 
surface? 
        What kind of energy do the brush strokes impart to the aspect of nature they 
describe (whether water or hay or sky or poppy fields or snow). 
        Why do you think Monet painted the same scenes/image over and over?   Discuss 
the creative challenge (and the pleasure) of working within proscribed limitations.  (the 
power of limits).  
        In viewing pleasant scenes we may find ourselves in a safe place artistically, not  
challenged by any troubling social issue or political turmoil, not reminded of our short-
comings, or motivated to effect change in society, nor may we likely be confronted with 
anyone's personal psychosis.  Do we find ourselves instead reveling in the sensuality of 
nature, seeing nature at its fleeting best, sensing a poignancy in that transience perhaps, 
perhaps even sensing an aspect of nostalgia for an age past, an age that seems  
(falsely?) to our eyes an age of relative innocence, viewed as if a vision, somewhat  
indistinct, literally in a "play" of light itself. 
        Impressionism does generally convey a sense of delight in nature.  But try to get 
students to be specific, or choose a particular favorite and try and describe what they see.  
Describing the effect of color for example can be challenging.  (Groping for words can be 
good for you). 
 
PART IV:  NATURE AND THE TRADITIONAL ARTS OF JAPAN and CHINA 
Anatomy  Their curiosity simply didn't take them down the same road of science.  (Why  
not?) 
Intuition, Line, & Calligraphy:   Their media served them well for their purposes.  They  
valued different aspects of art, and, as in Taoism, they sought to capture the essence  
and spirit of nature (in harmony).  That's from within, not on the surface.  Recall also  



the pictorial aspect of calligraphy.  Brush and ink.  The medium does convey a message  
here.  Line rather than solid form dominates. 
 
Perspective:  Fascinatingly, bird's eye in most cases, a narrative device to show  
interior and exterior space simultaneously.  Sometimes scenes are divided by clouds of  
mist so that many chapters can be illustrated in one common space, such as a folding  
screen.  Since the scroll format was so often employed in narrative, the lack of a  
central vanishing point (or, seen another way, the constant of the parallel perspective)  
allows for more of a visual flow. This anticipates moving pictures! 
 
Atmospheric perspective:  invented in China, centuries before Leonardo! 
 
Chinese "water-mountain":  again, essence and spirit are key.  There's a curious 
affinity here with the reverence of Romantic western painting, in that often we see large 
looming mountains and a diminutive figure walking therein, as if we are encouraged to 
project ourselves to identify with that figure.  The amazingly rugged landscape of China 
has been truly inspiring for many centuries. 
 
I recall with some mirth Kirk's famous question:  Why do all Chinese landscapes look the  
same? The answer lies mostly in the value of the long tradition, and reverence for the 
masters. 
 
•  Compare the Bierstadt (fig. 30) with the Sesshu (fig. 31).  Again, Sayre offers help in  
the text.     
 
•  What comparisons/contrasts were drawn in the lecture between western art and the art  
of Japan and China?   (of course Japanese art owes much of its origins to China, but  
there are a number of notably unique features in Japanese art, ukiyo-e being but one of  
them). 
 
Kirk has described aspects of the education of the artist in China, and how in some ways  
these thoughts are different from a western point of view, in which innovation is valued  
and copying is frowned upon.  In fact there is also a tradition of learning by imitation  
in the west as well.  But the longevity of style in Chinese art (like the longevity of  
Egyptian art) stands in sharp contrast to the driving force of change (and revolt) in the  
west.  Kirk's points about the education of the artist in China: 
        The primary importance of skill, technique, and personality in painting, versus  

innovation 
        The study of the masters, and learning by imitation (copying) 
        "Learning wildly from nature, understanding nature from the center of the heart." 
        Valuing the process, not the product (the real meaning of art to artists) 
 
One thing that Kirk doesn’t mention is the obvious fact that he is not himself painting 
from life, but rather from memory, and after years of practice.  A typical/traditional 
western artist would paint while regarding the subject, dead or alive.   
 



FINALE:  I felt like there needed to be an added consideration here, given the breadth of  
the topic of “art & nature.”  Ergo, I tried to make a transition from the idea of perspective 
as a visual metaphor for cultural modes of perception, or varied modes of relating to the 
natural world.  The garden (an art form itself) becomes a metaphor for this.  I then pose 
the question "by what aesthetic should we live amidst nature?"  And this raises issues of 
environmental concerns in architecture and urban and sustainable design, and in this 
context I introduce several contemporary artists who also stimulate environmental 
consciousness in a variety of ways.  (see Mierle Ukeles in Sayre, pp. 380-81.).  
 
Which brings us back to science.  Which reminds us of the first question:  What concerns  
might art and science share today? 


