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E L I S E  A N S E L

Po l a r i t y

Dryden is  do ing a l l  o f  us—ar t is ts  and a r t  lovers—a 

huge favor.   He g ives a r t i s ts  ru les  fo r  c rea t ing a r t 

and g ives v iewers  the same ru les  so they can 

te l l  good a r t  f rom bad.  A t idy  package menaced 

perhaps by the specte r  o f  boredom. The ru les 

fo r  c rea t ing and consuming a re  ident ica l ,  so any 

dev ia t ion is ,  in  essence,  madness.  A f te r  a l l ,  the 

ru les  a re  ra t iona l ,  and who can a rgue w i th  Reason?

The Romant ics  b lew up ru les  and reason,  but 

in  do ing so they a lso dest royed a l l  canons,  a l l 

h ie ra rch ies ,  a l l  no t ions tha t  ob jec t i ve  s tandards 

ex is t  fo r  the c rea t ion o r  eva lua t ion o f  a r t .  Natu ra l l y, 

th is  un te thered re la t i v ism un leashed a  to r ren t  o f 

demagoguer y :  i f  es thet ic ians and a r t i s ts  don ’ t 

know what  the ru les  o f  the i r  p ro fess ion a re ,  then 

the po l i t i cos ought  to  s tep in .  That  th ink ing gave 

us Naz i  c lass ic ism ( ra ther  than Express ion is t 

“degenera te  a r t ” )  and Sta l in is t  Soc ia l i s t  Rea l i sm 

( ra ther  than the t ranscendent  squares o f 

Kaz im i r  Ma lev ich ) ,  pa thet ic  but  h igh ly  e f fec t i ve 

a t tempts  to  t rans fo rm ar t  in to  p ropaganda.

 

Desp i te  the best  e f fo r ts  o f  po l i t i ca l  en thus ias ts , 

a r t  has somehow e luded subserv ience to 

ideo logy,  but  by  l inger ing in  the shadowy rea lm 

o f  va lues con ju red up ad-hoc,  o f  market  fo rces 

tha t  de f ine  the wor th  o f  cu l tu ra l  a r te fac ts  by 

means o f  a  p r ice tag,  a r t  rema ins undef ined, 

the g rea t  myste r y  hang ing on our  wa l ls .

E l i se  Anse l  p rov ides a  de l igh t fu l  re jo inder  to 

th is  d i lemma.  She f inds her  sources in  the 

past ,  espec ia l l y  the pre-Romant ic  past ,  when 

ever ybody knew the “ ru les”  o f  a r t .  In  e f fec t ,  she 

sub jects  tha t  o rder  to  the most  f ru i t fu l  d isorder, 

and the resu l t ,  as  we see in  th is  show,  summar i zes 

E s s a y  b y  A l f r e d  M a c  A d a m

Many o f  our  most  sk i l fu l  Pa in te rs ,  and 

o ther  a r t i s ts ,  were p leased to  recommend 

th is  Author  to  me,  as  one who per fec t l y 

unders tood the Ru les  o f  Pa in t ing,  who gave 

the best  and most  conc ise Ins t ruc t ions 

fo r  Per fo rmance,  and the sures t  to  in fo rm 

the Judgment  o f  a l l  who lov ’d  th is  nob le 

Ar t :  That  they  who befo re  were ra ther 

fond o f  i t  than knowing ly  admi r ’d  i t , 

m ight  de fend the i r  Inc l ina t ion by  the i r 

Reason:  That  they  might  unders tand those 

Exce l lenc ies  wh ich they b l ind ly  va lu ’d ,  so 

as not  to  be fa r ther  impos ’d on by bad 

P ieces,  and to  know when Natu re  was 

we l l  im i ta ted by the most  ab le  Maste rs . *

John Dr yden as ton ishes us w i th  h is  ra t iona le  fo r 

t rans la t ing (merc i fu l l y,  in to  p rose)  Du Fresnoy ’s 

essay in  ve rse The Ar t  o f  Pa in t ing  (1716) :



the  re la t ionsh ip  between today ’s  a r t i s ts  and 

the a r t  o f  bygone eras.  Her  modus operand i 

i s  sp lend id ly  s imp le :  f i r s t ,  peruse museum 

co l lec t ions unt i l—and th is  i s  the most  de l ica te 

par t—a spec i f ic  pa in t ing s t r i kes a  resonant 

chord.  Then photograph i t ,  no t  in  i ts  en t i re ty  but 

in  i ts  deta i l s .  Th is  s tep beg ins the anatomiz ing 

o f  the o r ig ina l  work ,  d ragg ing i t  ou t  o f  contex t . 

Nex t ,  pa in t  accord ing to  what  the f ragment  o f 

the o r ig ina l  “says”  to  the imag ina t ion.  I t  m ight  be 

a rgued tha t  th is  phase—which can take p lace 

in  many dra f t  fo rms—is comple te ly  detached 

f rom the insp i ra t iona l  work ,  tha t  th is  opera t ion is 

to ta l l y  independent .  But  the fac t  i s ,  the po in t  o f 

depar tu re  rema ins somewhere in  Anse l ’s  memory 

in  a  menta l  a rch ive  o f  sor ts  tha t  conta ins  both 

the o r ig ina l  and the f ragments .  Next ,  se lec t 

f rom among the improv isa t iona l  s tud ies  one tha t 

mer i ts  fu r ther  deve lopment  and en la rgement . 

Th is  p rocess a l lows the constant  d iscover y  o f 

one s ta te  to  g ive  r i se  to  the nex t .    As we see, 

a t  each phase someth ing takes p lace e i ther  to 

a r res t  o r  to  spur  her  imag ina t ion and her  c ra f t ing 

fo rward,  someth ing undef inab le ,  myste r ious, 

and,  u l t imate ly,  myst ica l .  A  ser ies  o f  e lec t i ve 

a f f in i t ies  the a r t i s t  wou ld  be hard put  to  exp la in .

Sardanapa lus  (2021)  may ser ve as a  case in 

po in t .  Anse l  beg ins  w i th  De lacro ix ’s  as tound ing 

pa in t ing,  wh ich ex is ts  in  two vers ions:  the huge 

392 cm x  496 or ig ina l  f rom 1827 in  the Louvre  and 

the sma l le r  73.71cm x 82.47 1844 copy in  the 

Ph i lade lph ia  Museum. Anse l  v is i ted the o r ig ina l 

a t  the Louvre ,  and saw the Ph i lade lph ia  copy 

(a long w i th  some sketches )  in  the Met ropo l i tan 

Museum of  Ar t ’s  2018 De lacro ix  show.  In  the 

th roes o f  Byron-man ia ,  De lacro ix  absorbed 

Byron ’s  ra ther  ted ious 1821 p lay  Sardanapa lus, 

but  he does not  a t tempt  to  rep l ica te  the 

p lay ’s  f ie r y  f ina le—when Sardanapa lus and 

h is  s lave-g i r l  lover  Myr rha commi t  su ic ide 

by  tu rn ing the roya l  bed in to  a  funera l  py re . 

De lacro ix ,  in  th is  sense a  precursor  to  E l i se 

Anse l ,  g ives us h is  ve rs ion o f  the k ing ’s  f ina l 

moments :  the ind i f fe ren t  monarch sur rounded by 

carnage and naked fema le  bod ies,  a loo f  amidst  a 

wh i r lw ind o f  v io lence and co lo r.  So,  when Anse l 

detaches a  f ragment  f rom tha t  w i ld  pa in t ing,  she 

is  detach ing what  she s imu l taneous ly  sees and 

fee ls :  the chaos o f  pass ion.  But ,  as  Wordswor th 

says in  the Pre face to  Lyr ica l  Ba l lads (1800) :  

Anse l ’s  re l a t i onsh ip  w i th  Gen t i l esch i  and  he r 

sub jec t  Jud i th  i s  mu l t i f ace ted .  Gen t i l esch i  i s  a 

fe l l ow fema le  a r t i s t  l i v i ng  i n  a  ma le -domina ted 

a r t i s t i c  m i l i eu  who t r i umphs  desp i te  c r ipp l i ng 

adve rs i t y  and  an  i nep t  j ud ic i a l  sys tem.  Jud i th 

i s  an  O ld  Tes tament  Judge  who r i sked  l i f e  and 

l imb to  ac t  as  the  hand o f   j us t i ce .  I ndeed 

the  hand,  i l l um ina ted  by  the  l i gh t  o f  a  s ing le 

cand le ,  and  s ign i f y i ng  ac t ion ,  agency,  sk i l l  and 

i n te l l i gence   i s  the  focus  o f  the  Gen t i l esch i ’s 

De t ro i t  Jud i th .  Above  a l l ,  A r tem is ia  Gen t i l esch i 

i s  an  a r t i s t .  He r  sub jec t  i n  the  pa in t i ngs  Anse l 

has  chosen  fo r  rework ing  i s  B ib l i ca l ,  t hough 

even  he re  the re  i s  con t rove rsy :  the  Book  o f 

Jud i th  i s  canon ica l  fo r  Ca tho l i cs  bu t  no t  fo r 

Jews o r  Pro tes tan ts .  I n  o the r  words ,  the  s to r y 

o f  the  Jew ish  woman who weapon i zes  he r 

beau ty  i n  o rde r  to  murde r  the  Assy r i an  gene ra l 

Ho lo fe rnes  and  save  he r  peop le  may  be  a  f i c t i on . 

Fo r  Coun te r-Re fo rma t ion  Ca tho l i cs ,  Jud i th 

symbo l i zes  the  chu rch  m i l i t an t  f i gh t i ng  p ro tes tan t 

he resy :  fo r  Jews and  Pro tes tan ts ,  she ’s  a 

my tho-he ro ic  ances to r  to  Ru th  Bader-G insbu rg . 

 

Pa in t i ng  i n  the  s t y l e  o f  Ca ravagg io ,  Gen t i l esch i 

p rov ides  Anse l  w i th  a  thea t r i ca l  image  o f  v io len t 

ac t ion .  The  f i gu res  a re  posed,  s ta t i c ,  the  pass ion 

i s  fe igned because  we sense  the  ac to rs  a re 

mere l y  ac to rs .  Anse l  i n fuses ,  mos t  espec ia l l y 

i n  Uf f i z i  Jud i th  I I ,  rea l  pass ion  i n to  he r  ve rs ion 

o f  Gen t i l esch i ’s  pa in t i ng .  She  repu rposes  the 

b lack  backg round o f  ch ia roscu ro  i n  Jud i th 

Behead ing  Ho lo fe rnes :  whe re  Gen t i l esch i 

uses  the  backg round as  a  s tage  on  wh ich 

she  pa in ts  wh i te  a rms and  legs  a l l  vec to red 

toward  Ho lo fe rnes ’  head ,  Anse l  cap tu res 

the  a lmos t  ba l l e t i c  movement  o f  the  f i gu res . 

The  b lack  ceases  to  be  a  too l  o f  ch ia roscu ro 

and  becomes the  b lack  o f  the  vo id ,  o f  non-

ex i s tence  where  t rans ien t  l i f e  t akes  p lace .

A r tem is ia  Gen t i l esch i  i s  no t  the  on l y  fema le 

a r t i s t  i n  Anse l ’s  pe rsona l  museum.  The  Du tch 

s t i l l  l i f e  pa in te r  Rache l  Ruysch  (1664-1750 ) , 

who spec ia l i zed  i n  f l owers ,  bu t  who a l so  s tands 

beh ind  Anse l  i n  tha t  spa rse l y -popu la ted  ga l l e r y  o f 

f ema le  “mas te rs ,”  p rov ides  a  go lden  oppor tun i t y. 

The  f l owers  tu rn  i n to  f i reworks .  I n  f ac t ,  f i reworks 

m igh t  be  the  bes t  me taphor  fo r  summar i z i ng 

E l i se  Anse l ’s  work  i n  Po la r i t y  ( 2021 ) .  She  takes 

the  pas t  and  exp lodes  i t  i n  a  dazz l i ng  ce leb ra t i on 

bo th  o f  he r  l ove  o f  pa in t i ng ,  pas t  and  p resen t , 

and  he r  d i sc ip l i ned  ded ica t ion  to  he r  c ra f t .  Fo r 

John  Dr yden ,  the  a r t  o f  ou r  cen tu r y  wou ld  be 

ana rchy.  I f  t ha t  i s  so ,  then  Long  L i ve  Chaos !

I  have  sa id  tha t  poe t r y  i s  the 

spon taneous  ove r f l ow o f  power fu l 

f ee l i ngs :  i t  t akes  i t s  o r i g in  f rom emot ion 

reco l l ec ted  i n  t ranqu i l l i t y :  t he  emot ion 

i s  con temp la ted  t i l l ,  by  a  spec ies  o f 

reac t ion ,  the  t ranqu i l l i t y  g radua l l y 

d i sappea rs ,  and  an  emot ion ,  k ind red 

to  tha t  wh ich  was  be fo re  the  sub jec t  o f 

con temp la t i on ,  i s  g radua l l y  p roduced, 

and  does  i t se l f  ac tua l l y  ex i s t  i n  the  m ind .

So,  a  pa t te rn  tha t  i s  a l so  a  method:  f i r s t  comes 

the  rap tu re  o f  pass ion ,  then  t ranqu i l i t y,  t hen  the 

reco l l ec t i on  o f  tha t  pass ion .  Nex t ,  w i th in  the 

m ind ,  the  emot ion  re tu rns  bu t  now con t ro l l ed .  

Wordswor th ’s  p rocess  i s  segmented :  emot ion , 

ca lm,  reco l l ec t i on  o f  emot ion ,  con temp la t i on  o f 

the  reco l l ec ted  emot ion .  Exac t l y  E l i se  Anse l ’s 

me thod bu t  exp ressed in  te rms o f  poe t r y.

Sardanapa lus  se i zes  on  the  e ro t i c  d imens ion 

o f  De lac ro i x ’s  pa in t i ng .  Anse l  sepa ra tes  the 

sadomasoch is t i c  f rom the  pu re l y  sensua l  and 

focuses  he r  a t ten t ion  on  the  con t ro l l ed  vo r tex 

o f  sexua l  pass ion .  Mean ing  to  say,  tha t  whe re 

De lac ro i x  bo rde rs  on  the  po rnog raph ic ,  Anse l 

makes  a  case  fo r  ecs ta t i c  sensua l i t y  d i vo rced f rom 

the  v i l e  c rue l t y  o f  s t ruc tu ra l  ( economic )  sex i sm 

and murde r.  Pass ion  reco l l ec ted  and  con t ro l l ed .

Seve ra l  pa in t i ngs  i n  Po la r i t y  2021 sp r i ng  f rom 

A r tem is ia  Gen t i l esch i ’s  pa in t i ngs  o f  Jud i th . 

Al f red  Mac Adam  i s  a  Pro fesso r  o f  La t i n 

Amer ican  l i te ra tu re  a t  Ba rna rd  Co l l ege-Co lumb ia 

Un i ve rs i t y.  He  i s  an  a r t  c r i t i c  and  f requen t 

con t r ibu to r  to  the  B rook l yn  Ra i l ,  Hype ra l l e rg ic 

and  ARTnews as  we l l  as  a  t rans la to r, 

mos t  recen t l y  o f  Juan  V i l l o ro ’s  Hor i zon ta l 

Ve r t i go  ( 2021 ) ,  abou t  Mex ico  C i t y.

*The  A r t  o f  Pa in t i ng :  by  C.A .  Du  Fresnoy : 

w i th  Remarks :  Trans la ted  i n to  Eng l i sh ,  w i th 

an  o r ig ina l  p re face ,  con ta in ing  a  pa ra l l e l 

be tween  pa in t i ng  and  poe t r y  by  Mr.  D r yden . 

The  Second Ed i t i on ,  Cor rec ted ,  and  En la rg ’d . 

( London:  Pr i n ted  fo r  B .  L .  and  so ld  by 

W i l l i am Tay lo r  a t  the  Sh ip  i n  Pa te r-nos te r-

row,  1716 ) ,  [Pre face ,  i i . ]  F i r s t  ed i t i on ,  1695.
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