THE CONTOUR OF PAINTING

Giuseppe Di Napoli

First trace a good contour and then (whatever you do inside it) it will be a good picture.

(A. Carracci)
Time was running out relentlessly and this plunged Dibutade, daughter of a Corinthian potter, into the depth of despair. She knew her lover would leave her shortly to start a long journey. She wouldn’t see him for long, too long. 

If only there had been a way to keep the image of his beauty alive in her memory the wait would have been less painful. The lantern light projected Polemon’s profile shadow on the wall. The silhouette of that shadow seemed to give her the unexpected occasion to fix and keep the image of her lover with her. Dibutade slavishly went over the outlines of the shadow with coal. And so painting was born from a sciagraphic drawing (from graphia/drawing e skia/shadow), as Pliny the Elder relates in his fundamental History of Ancient Painting. The shadow projected by a solid body on a plane has  the same outline it would show if it were observed from the point where the light source is. This black image on a lit background can practically be considered a sort of inverted photo negative. 
The photo negative of a projected shadow corresponds, in fact, to Man Ray’s rayogram, to those ghostly shapes of objects throbbing with lactescent brilliance in the abysmal blackness of their background. Light drawings, or direct contact impressions on photosensitive silver compounds, were the first photographs to be taken without a camera. In 1835 Henry Fox Talbot used this technique to reproduce the shapes of leaves, laces or flowers, which he called photogenic drawings. The term photography, in fact, literally refers to an image drawn (graphia) by light (photos).  
Pliny the Elder relates that sculpture, too, originated from this first contour, because the Corinthian potter, after digging the internal space marked by the outline, filled it with clay. Sculpture originated form a void shape drawn by an impalpable gray shadow, negative shapes with a spatial positive meaning, as matrixes of solid forms.
On examining the staging of this event, reproduced by several painters in different ages, you’re bound to notice that Dibutade’s gesture of tracing the outline of the shadow projected by her beloved actually gives her model a connotation of absence and/or invisibility, because while tracing the contour she can’t look at her lover at the same time; in a lot of reproductions he even has his back turned on her: “it is as if seeing were forbidden in order to draw, as if one drew only on the condition of not seeing.”
  The destiny of painting is thus outlined from its primordial contour line: reproducing  the visible form of something whose absence is imposed, but whose presence is evoked and invoked.
In iconic terms the line traced on the wall delimits an empty space, reproduces the image of an absence, of something which is not there anymore in that space and at that moment. 

Contour is the minimal element of visibility which makes things visible being invisible in itself: we don’t perceive black lines along the margins of things, these lines do not exist in nature and so they are not properly phenomenal elements. They constitute graphic conventions, “visible concepts”. What Dibutade relies on is the fact that Polemon doesn’t come across a map similar to the ones drawn by T. Atkinson, M. Baldwin, D. Bainbridge e H. Hurrell, a historical group of English artists who were part of the international Conceptual Art  movement, founders of Art-Language, an artwork-magazine that started its publication in early 1970 and which also had J. Kosuth, the American leading artist in the group, among its contributors. These artists’ maps are empty space, or better they are maps without spaces and places, atopic maps because they don’t bound any precise place, but all possible and imaginable places, even ideal and absolute ones. The maps drawn by Art-language group reproduce a mental space, the space of all spaces, which no map can reproduce and of which only the concept, the idea of a map can give a (mental) representation.
As J. Kosuth says only one aspect of the artwork is exploited in perceiving a painted image, and, in addition, this requires a separation between the sensible element of art and its meaning. But by its nature art is a whole not a part. And the whole only exists conceptually, stresses J. Kosuth.

The poetics of Conceptual Art proposes a separation of the human eye from the natural visible, it gives up all those images which in one way or another keep on referring to the sensible world, and “it sets up a meta-art genre or, we could even say, the art of art”
 

In J. Kosuth’s words the work of art consists in “placing an investigation about art itself, reduced to mere information or definitions, in an art context, that is Art as idea as idea.”
 

� Derrida J.; Memoirs of the Blind. The Self-portrait and other ruins; 


� These are the conclusions of Ian Burn and Mel Ramsden’s  programmatic statements published in the Art Conceptual catalogue of the exhibition at Daniel Templon’s gallery in Milan in October 1971. 


� Excerpt from  Software – Jewish Museum, New York, 1970
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