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The Virtue Of Timanthes

Weeper after David's Death of Socrates,
sketch Ink on panel, 40/40 cm, 2005

2

03.02.06 - 05.01.05
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Margaret Strother

Timanthes, the greatest of Greek painters, depicted Agamemnon covering his
face in his grief at the sacrifice of his daughter. Greek and Roman writers said
this was an entirely correct artistic decision. Cicero cited Timanthes as a model
of expression “because supreme sorrow could not be portrayed by his brush.”

Such things cannot (are impossible/are ethically wrong) be shown.

Covered figures have compelled me, it seems, for decades. A few stand out: St.
Gauden’s shrouded bronze figure (1884), sitting by the unmarked grave of the
suicide Clover Adams in Washington DC’s Rock Creek Cemetery; or Princess
Eboli, the anti-heroine of Verdi’s opera Don Carlos, whose aria in praise of veils
introduces a string of tragedies. Around 2002, moved by an essay in Thomas
Crow’s book, “The Intelligence of Art”-- and of course impacted by the world
that was unfolding around me -- [ began drawing studies of covered mourners
and grievers in the work of other artists. I drew studies after Poussin, David,

Sluter, Caravaggio, and even some I can no longer identify.

Recently, I took on the task of expanding my studies to monumental size in a
series of paintings. By taking these relics of grief out of their context, I realize
that I deprive them of their meaning. Emotion decontextualized has no more
depth than the wailing ghosts in horror movies. These paintings are not then
studies in grief - at least | hope not -- so much as studies in depiction and

covering.
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When I first arrived in Israel, I could see from my window, what were
then the twin towers of Azrieli, glowing in the night. It was a beautiful
vision, reminded me of home. That was August 2001. In September, the
view from my window began to fill me with dread.

The soundtrack was Wagner: I started listening to Gétterddmmerung,
day and night. It fit with the images unfolding around me, the twilight of

the gods, evil versus hubris.

In Gotterdammerung ("The Twilight of the Gods"), the dark-toned finale
of Richard Wagner's four Ring Cycle operas, the Gods and Dwarves
destroy one another, leaving humans to walk the earth alone. Wagner
conceived the Ring Cycle as a Socialist reading of Aeschylus's Orestian

Trilogy: he hoped to tap into folk mythology as into a kind of collective

unconscious, with the aim of national regeneration. He imagined his Ring

Cycle being performed in free, public venues, like the ancient Greeks; a

cultural-religious rite accessible to all.

It took Wagner thirty years to complete the cycle; by the time he was
able to produce the operas publicly, his politics had changed. No longer
a communist, Wagner's sympathies now lay more with the doomed God
and Dwarves, less with the common man who survives the opera's final.
Wagner's conflicted affinities are evident, as Siegfried, ostensibly the
cycle's hero, evolves into an aimless bully. He falls in with bad company,

drinks a potion, behaves dishonorably. Fifty years after Wagner's death,

the Nazis tried to adopt the best of Siegfried as a role model, but had they

read beneath the surface, they could have seen where it would lead.

33

otterdammerung

Margaret Strother
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Wagner's Siegfried may be good-hearted, but with his violent streak, he is
easily made into a tool of destruction by sinister forces. Violence, Wagner
shows, is abstract: it can be tapped for good or evil. But it is much easier to tap
it for evil. It goes fast - in a heartbeat.

In my five years in Israel, I have seen that fatal heartbeat repeated again and

again.

After De Gheyn, The Blasted Oak,
Ink and Pastels on Paper, 45/30 cm, 2000
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Breathing City is a video and sound installation comprising of 4 TV screens
and surround sound system. The video screens display an 8 minute cycle

depicting urban surroundings, captured by computer controlled robotic
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C-Type image in a light box, 125/100 cm, 2008

Clarisse d’Arcimoles, In the Bath (Mother and Sister),
Archival inkjet print, 30/49 cm, 2009
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The wisdom of art is within you, Oracle
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[ humbly anticipate your conclusion

as I present this object to you.
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