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As Edward Said has stated: “The more one js able to leave one’s cultural home, the more easily is
one able to judge it, and the whole world as well, with the spiritual detachment and generosity
necessary for true vision. The more easily, too, does one assess oneself and alien cultures with the
same combination of intimacy and distance.”

I have lived for well over half my life in—from my original point of view —just such an alien
culture; one, further, which is considered by both natives and visitors as more alien than most—
Japan.

(excerpt from Donald Richie, “Intimacy and Distance: On Being a Foreigner in Japan” in Partial Views:
Essays on Contemporary Japan, 1995, Japan Times)
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Still life. The very term brings a furtive tear to the eye —a tear of nostalgia, perhaps, for all that has
disappeared from contemporary art in the way of illusionism, pleasure, and painterly virtuosity. Or
perhaps it is the melancholy evoked by the words themselves, for “still life” suggests death or
death-in-life, even more literally in the French version of the term, “nature morte” or dead nature.

In traditional still life, the popular motif of the skull introduces the memento mori into the
very fabric of the earthly delights on display. Seventeenth- and eighteenth-century specialists in the
genre —such as Jan de Heem, Jean-Baptiste Oudry, or even Chardin—did a brisk business in
canvases of bloodflecked birds, moribund rabbits, and ready-to-eat rayfish (or, in de Heem’s case,
the occasional boiled lobster, as testimony to the social status of its possessor-consumer). Nobody
in recent years understood the “morte” aspect of nature morte better than Andy Warhol, who is
represented in this exhibition by the isolated, elegantly empty and scary Skull, 1976, as well as by

his equally apt, by-now-classical consumerist versions of the still-life genre, 700 Cans, 1962, and
Brillo Box, 1964.
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Mute eloquence and humble dignity —these almost oxymoronic qualities marked the great still
lifes of the nineteenth century, and were, perhaps, what drew artists so unerringly toward the

subject; that, and the sheer manipulability and ever-amiable compliance of the still-life model itself.
time, is said to have shrieked at his dealer Vollard for falling asleep on the posing stand and

tumbling to the ground. “You wretch! You’ve spoiled the pose. Do I have to tell you again you
must sit like an apple? Does an apple move?” For the artist of passionate will, like Cézanne, an
apple, unlike an art dealer, always does exactly what the artist wants: it lies uncomplainingly on the

table looking beautiful. In fact, for nineteenth-century vanguard artists, the still life was a major
vehicle of the pathetic fallacy in visual form: think of the isolation and alienation suggested by

Manet’s single creamy rose in a glass jar; the conviviality of Courbet’s bursting fruit bowls; the
sense of active vision conjured by Cézanne’s grand orchestrations of ordinary fruit, rough, simple

pottery, and white linen napery, which speak of the universal at the the same time that they refer,
quite specifically, to the humble peasant values emphasized by the Provencal revivalists of the time.

Cézanne, who was famously intolerant of his human sitters and the greatest still-life painter of all
(excerpt from Linda Nochlin, “Objects of Desire: The Modern Still Life” in Art Forum, Oct.1997)
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